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Sublime Modernity 
 
Course Description: 
One recent critic has argued that the sublime is not merely one of the array of aesthetic forms 
available to modern art, but instead constitutes “the super-genre of the modern” per se.  In other 
words, the form of modernity is itself sublime.  Hence avoiding sublime aesthetics is for modern art not 
a ‘merely’ aesthetic choice; rather, it amounts to suppressing or distorting the basic form of modern 
reality.  What is the rationale for construing reality in terms of an art form, and in particular in the form 
of the sublime?  Most answers begin with the peculiarly insatiable (or sublimely infinite) nature of 
modern desire.  Whether erotic desire, consumer desire, the desire for political power, social 
recognition or self-realization, what makes the experience of desire distinctly *modern *is the 
inevitability of dissatisfaction, the sense that any potential fulfillment is less than or just other than 
what we’re after.  Such dissatisfaction is arguably a logical consequence of the view that reality has an 
aesthetic form, since this view suggests that if the world seems to fulfill our desire then it *only 
*seems to do so because reality is itself an aesthetic construct.  What can such sublime 
desire/perpetual dissatisfaction tell us about ourselves?  In addition to its obvious downside, are there 
upsides to it?  Is there something liberating in dissatisfaction?  This course surveys major social, 
psychoanalytic, philosophic, literary and cinematic accounts of what it means to describe modern 
reality as sublime, why it should be so described, and what the practical implications of so describing it 
are for art as well as for politics, social critique, ethics, erotics and individual identity. 


