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The Sublime and Modern Architecture:
Unmasking (an Aesthetic of) Abstraction*
Kate Nesbitt
Within the discipline of architecture, theory is a parallel
discourse which describes the practice and production of
architecture and identifies challenges to it. Perennial ques
tions include the origins of architecture, the relationship of architects to
history, and the issue of cultural expression. Theory problematizes these
inquiries in the manner of philosophy. A survey of current architectural
theory finds a characteristically postmodern multiplicity of issues vying
for our attention. Evident in all these contradictory tendencies is the
desire to expand formalist theoretical discussions. This paper proposes

that an aesthetic capable of accounting for modern architecture (de
fined as 1800 to roughly 1965) has only recently begun to coalesce in the
postmodern period. Its fundamental category is the sublime.

The significance of the sublime as an aesthetic subject of art and

architecture seems to lie in its conceptual reach, or in the case of the

religious sublime, in its spiritual dimension. The sublime refers to
immense ideas like space, time, death, and the divine. Historically, it can
be traced to the writings of the classical rhetorician Longinus in the first
centuries A.D. Translated into French in 1674,1 his On the Sublime deals

with issues of form and style in oratory, the equivalent of literature in
general for his time period. The publication of this ancient treatise had

the unexpected result of launching the eighteenth-century develop
ment of a broad aesthetic based on a dialectic of the sublime and the
beautiful.
Kant's and Burke's treatises2 will form the basis of my discussion of

Enlightenment aesthetics. Their categories of the beautiful and the
sublime were applied to the study of nature, to the character of men,
and to their artistic output, in particular, poetry, painting, and architec

ture. Thus, by the mid-eighteenth century, the sublime had crossed
disciplinary boundaries from literature to take on morality and the
visual arts.
*This essay is a revised version of a paper presented at the Commonwealth Center for
Literary and Cultural Change seminar "Interdisciplinary Disciplines" at the University of

Virginia.

New Literary History, 1995, 26: 95-110
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The sublime was the intention of architects C. N. Ledoux and E. L.
Boull?e, referred to by Joseph Rykwert as the "first moderns."3 They
advocated a reductive architectural language, albeit neoclassical, at the
time of the French Revolution. In the nineteenth century, the sublime
in architecture was overshadowed by historical eclecticism, while domi
nating Romantic landscape painting. Around the turn of the century,

avant-garde challenges to the pictorial traditions of painting were
mirrored by architecture's rejection of the classical (and generally
historicist) language of building in favor of a new expression. The
abstraction of form adopted by both avant-gardes did not signal an
absence of content, but rather, a less accessible content. In painting this

has been characterized by Jean-Fran?ois Lyotard as "presenting the
unpresentable," the indeterminate, or the nondemonstrable.4 The sub

lime can be seen as an unarticulated aspect of continuity from the
stylistically disparate nineteenth-century through twentieth-century

abstraction.

The discourse of the sublime and the beautiful seems to have gone
underground in architecture in the twentieth century. It is my conten

tion that this discussion was deliberately repressed by theorists and
artists anxious to distance themselves from the recent past.5 To assert a
radical break with the history of the discipline, the terms of aesthetic
theory had to be changed. A modernist polemic calling for a tabula rasa

and the application of scientific principles to design supplanted the
preceding rhetoric. Positivist emphasis on rationality and function
marginalized beauty as an issue. Similarly, the subjectivity of beauty's

reciprocal, the sublime, led to its demise. (The link between these
interdependent terms cannot be easily severed.) By arguing that the

sublime exists incognito in the work of the twentieth-century avant

garde, one can resituate the architectural discourse. Later it will be
useful to review in more detail the received formal preoccupations of
theory during modernism.
The potency of the sublime as transgressor of periods and disciplines
is obvious from the outburst of recent writing on this rehabilitated
subject. Lyotard's postmodern notion of the sublime as questioning the
foundations of representational painting will be examined as part of a
definition of the contemporary sublime. In relation to architecture, the
sublime presents itself today in several guises, including the uncanny

and the grotesque. These psychoanalytic and aesthetic categories, as
used by Anthony Vidler and Peter Eisenman, will be read against
Lyotard's model in this project of revision.
Contemporary theory is heavily influenced by two different philo

sophical domains: phenomenology and aesthetics. The prominence of
the former in this century, especially the work of Martin Heidegger and
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Gaston Bachelard,6 laid the groundwork for today's emerging aesthetic

of the contemporary sublime. After a brief discussion of a single
philosophical issue and a phenomenological response, this paper will
survey some issues addressed by architectural theory as aesthetic problems.

Phenomenological approaches have foregrounded human sensory
and spiritual apprehension of phenomena, via a process described as
the "renovation of the body."7 Visual, tactile, olfactory, and aural
sensations are the visceral part of the aesthetic reception of architecture,
a medium distinguished by its tiiree-dirnensional presence. Recently, the
bodily and unconscious connection to architecture has again become an

object of study. The potential of architecture to advance Heidegger's
concept of dwelling, in allowing for "existential orientation," cultural
identification, and a connection with history has been widely recognized

(AR 42).

Another phenomenologist, Juhani Pallasmaa, addresses the psychic
apprehension of architecture. He talks about "opening up a view into a
second reality of perception, dreams, forgotten memories and imagina

tion."8 This is accomplished through an abstract "architecture of si
lence," which the architect described in a lecture at the University of

Virginia in 1993. While Pallasmaa's investigation of the unconscious
parallels the idea of the uncanny, his architecture of silence resonates
with the sublime.

Along similar lines, phenomenologist Alberto Perez-Gomez claims
that the apprehension of architecture as meaningful requires a "meta
physical dimension." This dimension "reveals the presence of Being, the
presence of the invisible within the world of the everyday" (AR 42). But
unlike Pallasmaa, the invisible for Perez-Gomez is to be signified with a

symbolic architecture (AR 42). There is a strong correspondence

between his definition of the metaphysical in architecture and contem

porary notions of the sublime. But the abstraction of the sublime,
"deprived of all ornament" as Boull?e said,9 offers a more promising
existential foothold than a representational architecture.

A long-standing philosophical problem which has been highlighted
by phenomenologists is the question of the relationship between man
and nature. It has particular relevance here because in the preindustrial
past, the production of meaning in architecture relied upon structured
references to or associations with nature. Architects' work symbolically
and literally overcomes the forces of nature to provide shelter.
In a recent polemic entitled "Towards New Horizons in Architecture,"
Tadao Ando underscores the primary role of architecture in allowing for
the presence of nature in modern urban life. He proposes that "archi
tecture becomes a place where people and nature confront each other
under a sustained sense of tension . . . that will awaken the spiritual
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sensibilities latent in contemporary humanity."10 This can be seen as
emphasizing the role of architecture as a frame to experience nature, or
in the broader sense, life.
In suggesting that architecture can provide a frame for the spiritual
apprehension of nature, this question seems to shift into the realm of

aesthetics. Nature as "the other" in relation to culture has been a

stabilizing theme for centuries. In particular, the human struggle with a
threatening nature characterizes Enlightenment ideas of the sublime.
Advanced technology has reduced the urgency of this survival struggle.

In fact, it has been suggested by deconstructionists that the ancient
nature/culture opposition has been displaced, rendered irrelevant. If
this is true, what stands in its place? Having conquered nature, the
challenge now comes from the opposite end of the spectrum, from
man's knowledge and its instrumentalized form, technology.
Aesthetics provides a philosophical framework to handle these kinds

of issues. In its ascendancy in the eighteenth century, this aspect of
philosophy addressed the primary categories of the beautiful and the
sublime. These matters of taste challenged the Age of Reason with
subjectivity.
Aesthetics analyzes a work of art or architecture "in regard to form

and sensory qualities, its processes of production," and its reception,
and proposes a theory of taste with standards for judgment.11 According
to Kant, the nature of aesthetic response is disinterested appreciation: a

direct, active, and unmediated experience.12 Recent aesthetics have
neglected defining beauty, artistic value, and normative concepts, in
favor of a "descriptive, factual approach to the phenomena of art and
aesthetic experience."13 In this mode, aesthetics overlaps significantly
with the disciplines of art and cultural history, cognitive psychology, and
architectural theory. A basis in the aesthetic tradition offers the possibil
ity of regrounding theory in philosophy, and thereby broadening the
architectural discourse.
As a species of aesthetics, it is necessary to distinguish principles or
categories that are fundamental to architectural theory. Of interest in a
revisionist view of modernism are the categories of the uncanny or the
grotesque which are now being formulated as derivatives of the sublime.

But how have we arrived at this point? What has been the nature and
focus of aesthetic discussion during modernism?
Nineteenth-century architectural theory can be seen as limited by
some aspects of the legacy of the Enlightenment. For instance, the
influential taxonomies of building types by Durand14 and others pro

duced an emphasis on function, which assumed monumental pro
portions. These pedagogical manuals with their demonstrations of
compositional technique are symptomatic of the increasing profession
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alism of the discipline of architecture.15 Inherent in the issue of type is
desire for the visual communication of some meaning. Developing the
eighteenth-century notion of character,16 the idea of the appropriate
expression for a certain building type is taken to an extreme in the
architecture parlante of Ledoux. Vidler sees this striving for an accessible
language of architecture as "primitive functionalism" (MW3). In short,
the predominant issues revolve around communication and function,
which also number among the vital aesthetic issues for twentieth-century

architecture.

Inspired by poststructuralist and psychoanalytic modes of thought,
theorist Diana Agrest believes the "system" of architecture (that is, the
Western architectural tradition) is defined both by what it includes and
what it excludes, or represses.17 Throughout the twentieth century, an

aesthetics of beauty in architecture has been suppressed by several
alternative formal issues. First, the legacy of typology repressed beauty

with arguments about design method in terms of imitation versus
invention.18 Strongly related to type is the second formal issue: the

question of architectural language and communication, which was
problematized in the categories of representation versus abstraction.
For the most part, what was communicated by architecture was limited
to an abstracted expression of function. The idea of mimetic representa
tion was rejected in favor of the autonomy of form and an internal, self

referential discourse. Third, architecture was preoccupied with the
translation of spatial constructs from avant-garde painting like transpar
ency and layering. These spatial criteria outweighed beauty in impor
tance. Finally, perhaps due to the emphasis given it by Enlightenment
theorists, the sublime repressed beauty.
But, for the provocative theorist Peter Eisenman, the beautiful has
instead been a repressor, dominating the grotesque.19 In his work and
other recent theory, beauty is reemerging in the context of the sublime.
Perhaps Agrest's dialectical stance offers a model for reconfiguring the
relationship between these two aesthetic categories: if the beautiful is
the "normative" discourse of aesthetics, the sublime could be seen as an
"analytical and exploratory discourse"20 in opposition to beauty. The

sublime has been described as a "self-transforming discourse" which
influenced the construction of the modern subject.21 The process
oriented character of the sublime may explain part of its appeal for
postmodernists. The significance of the sublime for twentieth-century
architecture is finally being recognized, thanks to critical writing from

the last dozen years, primarily on art and literature. Defining an

aesthetic of the contemporary sublime will be the focus of the remain
der of the paper.

The sudden rebirth of interest in the sublime is explicable on a

This content downloaded from
216.126.34.77 on Wed, 08 Jun 2022 12:37:59 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

100

NEW LITERARY HISTORY

number of levels. First is the emphasis on the knowledge of architecture

through phenomenology. This approach foregrounds a fundamental

issue in aesthetics: the effect on the viewer of a work of architecture. In
the instance of the sublime, the experience is visceral. Second is the fact
that through its realignment with the realm of aesthetic philosophy,
architectural theory is situated to engage the metaphysical. The sublime
is the path through which architecture achieves metaphysical import. It

appears that even a secular world needs some spiritual experience.
Witness the fact that the decline of religious influence and the transcen
dental sublime in the Enlightenment was counterbalanced by the rise of
a secular, immanent sublime. Faith in the Divine was replaced by faith in
Reason, spurring curiosity about the operations of the human mind.

Primitive notions of psychology were developed in the late 1700s.
Asserting a strong link between psychology and aesthetics, Peter de

Bolla sees "the emergence of the self, or autonomous subject" as "[one]
of the effects of the [eighteenth-century] enquiry into the Sublime" (DS
13-14). (The separation of reason into autonomous spheres of science,
morality, and art as noted by J?rgen Habermas,22 parallels the articula
tion of the autonomous subject.) Enlightenment institutions including
the public library and the museum further assisted in the development
of the individual and the culture of connoisseurship. Taste evolved in
the consumer activities of reading, viewing, and shopping.
The following discussion of the mid-eighteenth-century sublime will

conclude with a section on the recent postulations of Jean-Fran?ois
Lyotard, Anthony Vidler, and Peter Eisenman. The origins of the
Romantic sublime can be found in Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry into the
Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, and Rant's Observations on

the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime. Their constructions of the
sublime operated to "restrict the type and forms of experience that are

held to be generative of sublime sensation" (DS 20) and became the
foundation for later definitions.

Typical of the formulations of both Burke and Kant is the pairing of
the term sublime with that of the beautiful. Sometimes presented as
opposites, and other times as potentially coexistent qualities, the sub
lime was always considered to be a higher order emotion by romanti
cists. As Kant said: "The sublime moves, the beautiful charms."23 For
him, the beautiful is the result of the mind working harmoniously while
attending an object24 It is easily distinguished from the experience of

the sublime which is an irrational, violent reaction. As a result of

observations of humanity, Kant differentiated three types of sublime.
Significantly, the Noble Sublime linked aesthetics and ethics by celebrat

ing the virtue and intelligence of men. The Terrifying Sublime de
scribed the power of nature. The Splendid combined aspects of the
Beautiful and the Sublime.25
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Burke's definition of the Beautiful is as measured as his Sublime is
visceral: "beauty is some quality in bodies, acting mechanically upon the
human mind by the intervention of the senses."26 On the other hand, his
sublime is a curious mingling of pain and pleasure provoked by terror
and awe in the face of overwhelming greatness. One fears deprivation of
life, company, light, or freedom. The pleasure comes in the suspension

of the threat of deprivation, with the recognition that death is not
imminent. An example of the sublime phenomenon is the fear one feels
in observing the power of a storm at sea where loss of life is certain. The
relief comes in remembering that it is only a painted representation of
a storm. Burke has written, "I know of nothing which is sublime which is
not connected to the sense of power."27

Burke and Kant explain the impact of the sublime in terms of the
primary motivation of men: self-preservation, which can be manifested
as fear. Beauty, on the other hand, inspires only a secondary motivation:
love or socialization. In addition to the fury of nature, decay (represent
ing the effects of ravaging time), and the depiction of mythological sites
are common ways to invoke the romantic sublime. English garden follies
and the romantic painting tradition epitomize the fascination with the
ruin and with sacred places. More generally, Burke cites the following
absolutes as sources of the sublime: infinity, vastness, magnificence, and
obscurity.

It is clear that in terms of architecture, manipulation of scale,

monumentality, and light are important to evoke the sublime. Etienne
Louis Boull?e's unbuilt work, comprising an "architecture of shadows,"
is one of the first deliberate investigations of the application of Burke's

sublime to architecture (AU 169). The Reign of Terror clearly influ

enced the imprisoned Boull?e in his designs for institutions of the state.
In the modern, industrial world, the power of the machine and limitless
technology would also be perceived as sublime. G. B. Piranesi's etchings
of the Carceri illustrate the potential menace of technology.
Burke's obscurity becomes important for the avant-garde because it
creates distance from the subject and defamiliarizes the artistic object
and medium. He explains that it is through obscurity that poetry uses
language to incite the imagination.28 Conversely, for Burke, clarity is the

enemy of all enthusiasms (SA 40). Lyotard has read this emphasis on

poetic obscurity as a critique of the limitations of figurative representa
tion in mimetic painting (SA 40). The rejection of figuration suggests
that abstraction will be fundamental to Lyotard's modern aesthetic of

the sublime.

Based on Burke and Kant, Lyotard has been writing on the sublime
and avant-garde art since the late 1970s.29 We shall examine his claim in

the ArtForum articles that the sublime is the one artistic sensibility
characteristic of the modern (SA 38).
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Intelligent Market, print by Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, in Lois E. Nesbitt, Brodsky and

Utkin (NewYork, 1991). Reprinted with permission, Princeton Architectural Press. ? 1991.
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Comfort in the Metropolis, print by Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin (Russian visionary

architects), in Lois E. Nesbitt, Brodsky and Utkin (New York, 1991). Reprinted with
permission, Princeton Architectural Press. ? 1991.
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In the context of his discussion, which can be extended to architec
ture, Lyotard's sublime derives from facing the essential question for the
discipline: What is painting? Lyotard argues that these difficult philo
sophical investigations should be the subject of twentieth-century paint

ing, instead of mimetic representation. These inquiries implicitly ac
knowledge the history of the discipline, without resulting in resemblance
to precedents. The modern aesthetic question is not "What is beautiful?"

but "What can be said to be art?" (PC 75). These statements indicate

that the question of beauty is somehow outmoded.
Lyotard notes that modern artists were forced into reflecting on their
discipline by the challenge of photography and the perfection of its
beauty. If the camera could master all the pictorial rules, then painters
would subvert them. Thus came subversions of the traditions of linear
perspective, tonality, the frame, surface, and medium of painting (PU
67).30 The sublime arises from the frustration of attempting to represent
the unpresentable, the invisible within the visible, or the indeterminate.
The indeterminate might be color for painting, silence for music, or
stillness for dancers. The commitment to critical work evident in the
twentieth-century avant-garde produced what Lyotard calls a "heroic"
century of Western painting (PU 69). He continues: "The spirit of the
times is surely . . . that of the immanent sublime, that of alluding to the

nondemonstrable" (PU 69).

Abstraction, or negative representation in Kant's terms, is the vehicle
to demonstrate the presence of absolutes: concepts like infinity, the
divine, or the end of history. Even though Lyotard recognizes that "the
inadequacy of images, as negative signs, [will only] attest to the immense
power of Ideas" (SA 40). He defends the use of abstraction on the basis

of Kant's notion that "absence of form" is a possible index to the
unrepresentable. Thus modern painting should avoid figuration but not
allusion, "a form of expression indispensable to works which belong to
an aesthetic of the sublime" (PC 80).
There is one other aspect of the sublime which Lyotard touches on:
the importance of time. Visual representations of the passage of time
were one of the important motifs of the romantic sublime. For mod

ernists, he says, "The avant-garde task is to undo spiritual assump
tions regarding time. The sense of the sublime is the name of this
dismantling" (SA 43).

Lyotard advocates a critical position, working from within the disci
pline to focus on the most essential aspects of practice. The implications
of Lyotard's call to arms deserve further study. In Marxist fashion, he
demands resistance to the production of commodities for the corrupt
ing art and architecture market. To pander to the market and offer a
simulation of "reality" will only temporarily placate a public looking for
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a unifying narrative. The futility of accommodation is clear. But freed by
the collapse of the grand narratives from the duty to create images of
order and identity for a unified cultural community, Lyotard sees a new
role for avant-garde art: "a metaphysical program of making the world
transparent through reason" (PU 64).

The application of Lyotard's ideas to architecture would result in a
reflective attitude toward the architectural canon, which might never
manifest itself directly in the work. Instead, the content of the work
would be the asking of fundamental questions and eventually, defini
tions of a new societal role for architecture.

There are currently two threats to architecture's provision of a
physical center of culture: one technology, and the other, the attainabil
ity of a consensus which might be meaningfully represented in architec

tural language. While the loss of grand narratives accounts for the
impossibility of consensus, the technological challenge of a hyperreal,
televisual culture is also part of the problem. As Peter Eisenman says,
"The electronic paradigm directs a powerful challenge to architecture
because it defines reality in terms of media and simulation, it values
appearance over existence."81 So making or marking a physical locus,
expressive of an ordered public realm, may be irrelevant, redundant, or
rhetorical in the future. This may be the effect of the dematerialization
of communication on architecture, whose production symbolizes solid
ity, permanence, and cultural community. Place and meaning, funda
mental concerns of our discipline for centuries, are thus endangered by
the electronic global village. The sublimity of technology is not hard to
imagine in light of the abstractness of ideas like the computer network.
Graphically referred to as the "information superhighway" in an attempt
to compare it to something known, its vastness and elusiveness resists

one's grasp.

In order to extend Lyotard's concepts further, architectural theory
will need to determine what other problems architecture faces today
and what are the equivalents to pictorial rules in this discipline. What
constitutes absence of form or negative representation in architecture?
What is the indeterminate? Structure or the limits of space? Does this
kind of questioning constitute a deconstructionist undermining of the
foundations of the discipline?
Following psychoanalytic and deconstructionist models, several theo

reticians argue that the route to a revitalized architecture requires
uncovering its repressed aspects. Within the concealed material are
often found vulnerable assumptions about the foundations of the
discipline. For Anthony Vidler and Peter Eisenman, the uncanny and
grotesque are buried. In Vidler's terms, "the uncanny in this context

would be . . . the return of the body into an architecture that had
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repressed its conscious presence" (AU 79). Clearly related to the

uncanny is Eisenman's notion of the grotesque as "the condition of the
always present or the already within that the beautiful in architecture
attempts to repress" (TF 114). Their ideas start to define the contempo
rary sublime.
An astute scholar of architecture from the eighteenth century to the
present, Vidler has completed a study of the architectural uncanny.32

The uncanny as described by Freud is the rediscovery of something
familiar which had been previously repressed; it is the uneasy feeling of
the presence of an absence. One common theme is the idea of the body

in fragments. Lacanian developmental psychology has revealed that
children do not immediately understand themselves as integrated
beings. But once having perceived themselves as bodily unities (via the

mirror stage), the idea of the fragmented or "morselated" body is
banished to the unconscious. This hidden knowledge, when reencoun
tered, explains the impact of horror films and dismemberment fantasies

(TU 3). Vidler sees a "deliberate attempt to address the status of the

body in post-modern theory" (TU 3) which is necessitated by the fact
that, as he says, "The body in disintegration is in a very real sense the

image of the notion of humanist progress in disarray" (TU 3). His
uncanny is the terrifying side of the sublime, with the fear being
privation of the integrated body.

In the article "Body Troubles," Robert McAnulty cites the recent

theoretical investigations of architects Diller and Scofidio, which delve
into the spatial structures and social practices that order our bodies,

such as habits of domesticity.33 The results, exhibited as museum

installations, are decidedly uncanny, suggesting a haunted house, or one
which operates in a different life-world. Dining chairs and a table hover
above the floor, a double bed is cleaved along its length and hinged into
two parts. In choosing the house as the site of their work, the architects
defamiliarize the homeliest of spaces with unhomely effect.
The uncanny is a product of the anxiety which Freud confronted so
frequently in the turn-of-the-century urban milieu. Taking it to the social

scale, Vidler hails the uncanny "as a dominant constituent of modern
estrangement and alienation" (TU 3), in the same way that Lyotard sees
the sublime as the essential modernist sensibility. In the "attempt to

destabilize the conventions of traditional architecture," Vidler notes
that "critical theories of estrangement, linguistic indeterminacy, and

representation have served as vehicles for avant-garde architectural
experiment" (A?/xi).
Vidler makes a number of important connections between the un
canny and the sublime. First, his "spatial uncanny" is dependent on and
an outgrowth of Burke's articulation of the sublime (TU 3). Second, he
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identifies an "aesthetic dimension," of the uncanny, which consists of "a
representation of a mental state of projection that precisely elides the
boundaries of the real and the unreal to provoke a disturbing ambiguity,

a slippage between waking and dreaming" (TU 3).
By focusing his phenomenological study on the uncanny, Vidler
hopes to discover the "power to interpret the relations between the
psyche and the dwelling, the body and the house, the individual and the
metropolis" (TU 3).M "Theorizing the Uncanny" is the start of "rewrit
ing modern aesthetic theory as applied to categories such as imitation,
repetition, the symbolic and the sublime" (TU 3). Its role in an aesthetic

agenda for modern architecture is to identify and critique these
significant contemporary aesthetic issues via the link forged with
phenomenology.
Vidler recognizes the use of defamiliarizing "reversals of aesthetic

norms, [and] substitutions of the grotesque for the sublime" (AU 13),
as avant-garde formal strategies addressing alienation. Perhaps this ob
servation explains Peter Eisenman's recent exploration of the grotesque
as "the manifestation of the uncertain in the physical" (TF 114). His
interest in the grotesque clearly parallels avant-garde painters' use of the
sublime to invoke "the indeterminate or nondemonstrable."

In the article "En Terror Firma," Eisenman critiques the traditional
aesthetic contrast between the qualities of the beautiful (which is the
good, rational, and true) and of the terrifying sublime (which is the
unnatural, uncertain, and unpresent). He follows Kant in envisioning "a
containing within" (TF 115), as an alternate to the exclusionary rigidity
of dialectical aesthetic categories. Present within the beautiful is the
grotesque, which encompasses "the idea of the ugly, the deformed, and
the supposedly unnatural" (TF 114). Eisenman's concern about opposi
tional categories stems from the "notion . . . [that] any form of the

occupation of space [such as architecture], requires a more complex
form of the beautiful, one which contains the ugly, or a rationality that

contains the irrational" (TF 115).
The utility of this aesthetic category lies in advancing Eisenman's
usual agenda: he sees the possibility of displacing architecture, and its
five-hundred-year dependence on normative Beauty, through the gro
tesque. He claims the grotesque will "provoke an uncertainty in the
object, by removing both the architect and the user from any necessary

control of the object ... it is now the distance between object and
subject?the impossibility of possession?which provokes this anxiety."

But there is a caveat: as with painters' attempts to present the un
presentable, we are warned that the grotesque "can be conceptualized,

but not designed" (TF 116).
So once more anxiety is encountered, whether the source is the
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sublime indeterminacy of avant-garde painting, the urban/spatial un
canny, or the grotesque in architecture. Contemporary representations
of these conditions are fundamental, even inevitable, in constituting a
modernist aesthetic. Linked to phenomenology and psychoanalysis, the
sublime, the uncanny, and the grotesque are separated more by nomen
clature than by substance. These manifestations of the sublime engage

both of the major philosophical frameworks which have influenced
twentieth-century architectural theory: phenomenology and aesthetics.

Since the mid 1960s, the beginning of the postmodern period,

architectural criticism has truly become interdisciplinary; it depends
upon a vast array of paradigms. Theory has moved towards metaphysical
philosophy by problematizing the body's interaction with its environ
ment. Prompted by a revisiting of works by Heidegger and Bachelard, a
phenomenological consideration of architecture has started to displace
formalism. This displacement has also been effected from feminist and
poststructuralist ideological stances.
I am suggesting that the sublime offers an alternate, aesthetic route to

a revisionist view of the architectural discourse of modernity. It is

difficult to accept that only as the twentieth century draws to a close is it
possible to unveil its underlying sensibility. But whether presented as a

modern phenomenon capable of social critique, or as an aspect of
psychological encounter, the profile of the contemporary sublime is
emerging. It encompasses Lyotard's and Eisenman's advocating disci

plinary deconstruction and the indeterminacy of abstraction. Under the
rubric of the architectural uncanny, it includes Vidler's phenomenologi
cal articulation. All of these theoretical positions offer ways to remove
the mask of avant-garde repression which has limited our ability to see
architecture in terms of a continuous dialectic of the sublime and the
beautiful. The interconnectedness of these terms means that if one is

suspect, both are rejected. This occurred during the high modern
period of this century. The recuperation of the sublime (and therefore
of the beautiful) as outlined herein will allow a significant opening up of

the discourse.

University of Virginia
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