The Law Of The Sublime

GREENE: THE SUBLIME

The law of the sublime is a fascinating concept that intertwines philosophy, aesthetics, and emotional
response. It refers to the principle that beauty and terror can coexist, creating profound feelings that
elevate human experience. Originating from the philosophical musings of early thinkers like Edmund
Burke and Immanuel Kant, the law of the sublime has influenced art, literature, and even psychology.
In this article, we will explore the historical context, key philosophical ideas, and applications of the
law of the sublime in modern culture.

Historical Context

The notion of the sublime has a rich history that spans various cultures and periods.

Ancient Philosophical Roots

1. Greek Philosophy: The concept can be traced back to ancient Greece, where philosophers like Plato
discussed the idea of beauty and its relation to truth. Although not directly labeled as the sublime,
these discussions set the groundwork for later interpretations.

2. Roman Influence: The Roman rhetorician Longinus is credited with one of the earliest formal
discussions of the sublime in his work "On the Sublime." He characterized the sublime as the ability of
language and art to elevate the mind and evoke powerful emotions.



The Enlightenment Era

During the Enlightenment, the sublime became a focal point in philosophical discourse.

1. Edmund Burke: In his work "A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and
Beautiful" (1757), Burke differentiated between beauty and the sublime. He argued that the sublime
is rooted in feelings of awe and terror, often evoked by nature's overwhelming power or vastness.

2. Immanuel Kant: Kant expanded on Burke's ideas in his "Critique of Judgment" (1790), distinguishing
between the mathematical sublime (related to size and scale) and the dynamic sublime (associated

with nature's overwhelming force). For Kant, the experience of the sublime leads to a realization of
our own limitations and a sense of admiration for the universe's grandeur.

Key Philosophical Ideas

Understanding the law of the sublime requires delving into its philosophical nuances and implications.

Definition and Characteristics

The law of the sublime can be defined through several characteristics:

- Emotional Duality: The sublime is marked by a blend of pleasure and pain, beauty and terror. This
emotional duality heightens the experience, making it more impactful.

- Transcendence: Engaging with the sublime often leads to a sense of transcendence, where
individuals feel connected to something greater than themselves.

- Aesthetic Experience: The sublime transcends mere beauty; it evokes profound emotional responses
that challenge our understanding and perception of reality.

Types of the Sublime

In examining the law of the sublime, it's essential to distinguish between its various forms:

1. Natural Sublime: This form is often associated with landscapes that inspire awe, such as mountains,
oceans, or storms. The sheer scale and power of nature evoke feelings of insignificance and wonder.

2. Artistic Sublime: Works of art, literature, or music that provoke intense emotional responses can
also embody the sublime. This may include epic poetry, grandiose paintings, or symphonic
compositions that explore themes of existential dread or beauty.

3. Moral Sublime: This aspect pertains to the moral and ethical dimensions of human experience. Acts
of bravery, sacrifice, or profound compassion can elicit feelings of the sublime, reminding us of the
extraordinary capacity for goodness in humanity.



Applications in Modern Culture

The law of the sublime continues to manifest in various aspects of modern culture, influencing art,
literature, and psychology.

Art and Literature

The sublime has played a significant role in shaping artistic movements and literary narratives.

- Romanticism: The Romantic era embraced the sublime as a central theme, with poets like William
Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge exploring the awe-inspiring aspects of nature. Their works
often reflect the tension between human emotion and the vastness of the natural world.

- Visual Arts: Artists like Caspar David Friedrich and J.M.W. Turner illustrated the sublime through
landscapes that evoke feelings of both beauty and melancholy. Their works often depict the struggle
between humanity and nature, showcasing the power of the sublime.

Film and Popular Media

The concept of the sublime can also be seen in contemporary film and media.

1. Cinematic Experiences: Movies that evoke feelings of awe and terror, such as "Interstellar” or "The
Revenant," utilize visual effects and sound design to create sublime moments that resonate with
audiences on an emotional level.

2. Video Games: Many video games explore themes of the sublime through expansive worlds and
immersive storytelling. Games like "Journey" or "Shadow of the Colossus" challenge players to
confront their fears and engage with the vastness of their environments.

Psychological Implications

The law of the sublime also has implications for psychology, particularly in understanding human
emotions and responses.

- Cognitive Dissonance: The experience of the sublime can evoke cognitive dissonance, as individuals
grapple with conflicting emotions of awe and fear. This process can lead to personal growth and a
deeper understanding of one's place in the world.

- Therapeutic Applications: Engaging with the sublime through nature or art can have therapeutic
benefits, helping individuals cope with stress, anxiety, and existential concerns. Nature therapy, for
example, encourages individuals to immerse themselves in natural settings to foster feelings of awe
and connection.



The Sublime in Everyday Life

The law of the sublime is not confined to art and philosophy; it permeates everyday experiences.

Nature and the Environment

Experiencing the sublime in nature is accessible to everyone:

- Hiking in National Parks: Visiting places like Yellowstone or the Grand Canyon can evoke feelings of
the sublime, as the sheer scale of these landscapes overwhelms the senses.

- Stargazing: Observing the night sky can also inspire awe, as the vastness of the universe reminds us
of our smallness and the mysteries that lie beyond.

Personal Relationships

The law of the sublime can also manifest in human relationships:

- Moments of Connection: Experiences of deep emotional connection or vulnerability with loved ones
can evoke profound feelings of the sublime, reminding us of the beauty and complexity of human
relationships.

- Acts of Kindness: Witnessing or participating in acts of kindness can elicit feelings of awe,
highlighting the extraordinary capacity for compassion within humanity.

Conclusion

The law of the sublime offers a rich framework for understanding the complexities of human emotion
and experience. It invites us to explore the interplay between beauty and terror, encouraging us to
confront our limitations while celebrating the grandeur of existence. Whether in art, nature, or
personal relationships, the sublime continues to resonate, reminding us of the profound mysteries
that life holds. By embracing the law of the sublime, we open ourselves to a deeper appreciation of
the world around us, fostering a sense of wonder and connection that enriches our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'law of the sublime' in philosophical terms?

The 'law of the sublime' refers to the concept that experiences or objects deemed sublime evoke a
profound emotional response, often transcending ordinary perceptions of beauty and leading to
feelings of awe and wonder.



How does the law of the sublime relate to art and literature?

In art and literature, the law of the sublime emphasizes the ability of certain works to provoke deep
emotional resonance and reflection, often by confronting themes of nature, mortality, and the infinite,
thus elevating the audience’s experience beyond the mundane.

Can the law of the sublime be applied in contemporary design
practices?

Yes, contemporary design practices can apply the law of the sublime by creating spaces or products
that evoke awe and deep emotional responses, often through the use of scale, light, and natural
elements that connect users to larger existential themes.

What are some examples of the sublime in nature?

Examples of the sublime in nature include vast mountain ranges, powerful waterfalls, and expansive
starry skies, where individuals may feel a mix of admiration and insignificance in the face of nature's
grandeur.

How has the perception of the sublime changed in modern
society?

In modern society, the perception of the sublime has evolved to include not only natural phenomena
but also experiences related to technology and the digital realm, where moments of awe can arise
from virtual realities, immersive environments, and large-scale installations.
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