Key Question: How using The Sublime can enhance my practice
In order to improve my own practice, I decided to reflect on what films I personally enjoy and why it is they appeal to me. In doing so, I noticed they all include themes of the sublime. In this essay I will be exploring what the sublime is and contextualising the use of the sublime within the film The Lord of the Rings.
To better understand the use of the sublime in cinema and how it can be represented, we need to look at the history of its use. It was popularised in Britain by Edmund Burke in 1757, who believed ‘the sublime focuses on such terms as darkness, obscurity, privation, vastness, magnificence, loudness and suddenness, and that our reaction is defined by a kind of pleasurable terror’. At the time Burke began analysing the sublime it was often depicted in landscape painting (such as The Great Day of His Wrath by John Martin) through the extreme force, beauty and terrific power of nature over man. Nature can often be seen as the will of God and therefore is imbued with divine properties despite it creating a sense of mortal fear. You can understand the fearful aspects of Burke’s ideas on the sublime. These paintings perhaps represent the duality of god, who is both merciful and chaotic. These feelings of divine mercy create strong emotional reactions to ephemera attempting to depict the sublime.[image: ]
Considering this in my work, Burke’s definition inspires scenes of visual wonder. I think it connects to the power of nature and the elements, how it gives us life but can also harm us. The term ‘pleasurable terror’ is reminiscent of the wave planet scene from film Insterstellar. You feel awe at the sheer size of the wave, then terror as you realise the consequences. It’s as if we forget all else and are entranced by what we’re seeing. To create a piece of work able to do this, I should consider the visual power of each scene with Burke’s terms in mind. It would also be beneficial to further research the theme of chaos within the Bible.
 [image: ]
Kant on the other hand believed the sublime ‘as that is beyond all comparison (that is absolutely) great, either mathematically in terms of limitless magnitude, or dynamically in terms of limitless power’. We can begin to see this appreciative conflation of science and mathematics with the sublime of Kant’s begin to influence people’s ideas about the new scientific and industrial revolutions of the time. Society was changing drastically at the advent of machinery and chemistry, modern warfare and most of all, electricity. 
When electricity was first being harnessed as a tool, there was a performative phenomenon of galvanism. Through the use of electricity galvanists would stimulate the nervous systems of a cadaver and would create the impression of the animation of the cadaver. Not unlike surgical theatres of the time, an audience would pay to experience the sight of someone defying the most certain fact of nature; death. These ideas of defying the boundaries of nature and humanity became entwined with the sublime, and the popularity of sublime writings in British literature (Sanders, 2008).
It is within these historical & philosophical contexts that author Mary Shelley began to take inspiration for her novel Frankenstein. While Frankenstein wasn’t the first novel of the developing genre of horror, its narrative and philosophies question the boundaries of human nature. The narrative talks about the sublime often “reiterated when Victor tells the reader that reaching the summit of Montanvert “filled him with a sublime ecstasy…causing [him] to forget the passing cares of life.” (Frankenstein). The narratives explored in Frankenstein of the boundaries between the human and the monstrous became the foundation for modern interpretations of horror and sci-fi fantasy work, based around the philosophy of Kant’s sublime in human creation. 
Ideas of technology defying nature are prevalent in our current age where the boundaries between the physical, digital and biological worlds are blurring. My writing often naturally veers towards these topics but to understand the sublime in its current context I should further consider the philosophy of this and its consequences. A modern day example I could look at is The Terminator – a film described as the 'neoliberal Frankenstein’ (Boxmeyer, 2010). Technology advances to the point where it turns on us, giving an answer to the question: ‘to what end?’. The power of technology is limitless, and like a sublime being is neither good nor bad. exploring this within my writing will help me develop ideas relevant to society and raise questions about the ethics of technology. 

Parallel to the development of the sci-fi and horror genres, one genre that uses the characters and folklore of horror narratives while becoming retrospective of the past interpretations of the sublime is the Fantasy genre. Whereas in horror and sci-fi, the supernatural and sublime become objects of aggression or fear, the fantasy genre uses these characters to create the spectacle and awe of the sublime rather than focus on the fear of the thing. This subverts the ideals of monstrosity and uses cultural retrospection to present a medieval society imbued with the sublime magic of fantasy characters, such as wizards, ghouls or dragons.

One cinematic narrative that depicts this connection extremely well is the Lord of the Rings, it balances its inspirations between modern events (Tolkien’s response to the horrors of the Somme & WWI) & ancient tales (Mabinogion, Medievalists). This connection was explored visually in the films.
[image: ]
Left, shot from the film, The Lord of the Rings. Right, photo taken at the Battle of Passchendaele, 1917.

With the backdrop of war as a primary theme within the novels and films, the sublime is a constant presence in the form of orcs, elves and hobbits. However there are particular points within the narrative in which the characters actions bring the sublime to the narrative beyond the presence of supernatural beings. The first instance of this I’m going to analyse is when the Fellowship arrives in Lothlorien (Fellowship of the Ring), and Frodo offers the One Ring to Galadriel. 
[image: ]
At the start of the scene, we can see that Galadriel is already a subliminal being due to the colouration. The scene of the forest is rather dark and muddy, with blue tones. Galadriel is in contrast to this, which makes her stand out more. An extensive amount of lighting is being used to make her appear to glow. Whereas Frodo is even wearing a white shirt, it isn’t nearly as bright as Galadriel’s figure. She then picks up some water in a jug. The water is a medium to depict the contrast between Galadriel and the forest, a clear and pure reflection. This water is used as a mirror to see a potential future where Frodo sees the Shire being destroyed by Sauron’s forces. This water becomes a sublime object due to its dual use as both liquid and as a divination of the future. It depicts a godly act, depicting the horror of everything Frodo holds dear being torn apart by violence. 
The music used in the scene is used as a way to emphasize Galadriel’s nature as neither good nor evil. As a character Galadriel represents the terror and awe of the powerful sublime, and the relentless chaos of nature’s actions.
“In style, Lothlorien is the most Eastern and exotic of all the Elves’ music. This is Lothlorien as a land of mystery, scored with plaintive female chorus and a trickle of monochord, ney, and sarangi. The writing is emotionally unreadable - neither sad, happy, aggressive nor passive, but aloof…” 
This is reflected especially within the dialogue itself, in which Galadriel is particularly evasive. 
GALADRIEL: Will you look in the mirror?
FRODO: What will I see?
GALADRIEL: Even the wisest cannot tell, for the mirror shows many things. Things that were, things that are, and some things that have not yet come to pass. 
The sequence starts with bright green tones that darken when the Shire is invaded, conveying Frodo’s darkest anxieties. The Ring begins to drift towards the water and glow red as the eye of Sauron, bright with orange and red tones are used to convey malevolence. Hell and the devil is often depicted as dark and red, and so this creates a visual metaphor connecting Sauron with Satan. Frodo is upset, lit up by the red reflection in contrast to Galadriel who is lit by lighter blue tones, unaffected. Frodo, distressed, offers the Ring to Galadriel who becomes tempted. The green tones of the lighting dramatically increase, and Galadriel’s figure is transformed. Her eyes darken and she becomes visually distinct from her previous form. The green tones and heavy lighting are being used to signify the eeriness of the sublime and increase in this sequence to represent the power Galadriel possesses. The sound has changed and distorted her voice into an echoing, which creates a division between this iteration of Galadriel and the more neutral, as if she is overcome with the desire for divine power, but at the same time corrupt and monstrous. Galadriel’s speech is comparable to a description of the sublime, in particular “love me, and despair!” and the audience can better understand her motivations at this point. It’s as if the character is representing the fearful aspects of the sublime, in particular forces of nature.
GALADRIEL: In place of a Dark Lord, you would have a queen! Not dark, but beautiful and terrible as the dawn! Treacherous as the sea! Stronger than the foundations of the earth! All shall love me, and despair!
This scene depicts the sublime aspects primarily through lighting and sound, reflecting the emotions of the characters into the objects in the scene. The combination of these makes us instantly able to pick up on the metaphorical ideas and suggestions throughout the scene. In my work I want to be able to convey my ideas in a way that makes them easy to understand, I don’t want their meanings to get lost. By considering sound and lighting in addition to the story I hope to create an effective scene.
Similarly to Galadriel, Gandalf is unable to help the heroes consistently as his powers would cause an imbalance. One part within the narrative that depicts Gandalf as an agent of the sublime is the charge of the Rohirrim in Helms Deep (The Two Towers). 

Théoden: So much death. What can Men do against such reckless hate?
Aragorn: Ride out with me. Ride out and meet them. 
Théoden: For death and glory. 
[image: ]
This is suggesting that they as mere ‘men’ have little power against the forces of evil, and by sacrificing themselves in the name of good their death will be glorious and worthy of god. The music used from this point is uplifting, creating an atmosphere of hopefulness, and the theme emboldens as it swells creating a powerful atmosphere to the scene.
In Theoden’s plotline, it is a significant point as he takes a stand against the forces of Saruman, strong and powerful compared to when we meet him and he’s being drained by the wizard Saruman. It is his choice in the face of annihilation to now take charge rather than to succumb to Saruman’s might. Saruman himself is a powerful figure in Lord of the Rings, and wields powers of the sublime directly in opposition to Gandalf’s powers. Gandalf’s powers are used for good, while Saruman’s have been corrupted by Sauron, and so both figures are fighting a duel between themselves which reflects the fight between good and evil within each of the characters throughout the trilogy. 
The religious ideas of God and the Devil are representative of the philosophical ideas of good vs evil. This is a theme present in our daily lives and therefore the journey of characters such as theoden serves to offer redemption. We want them to succeed and do the right thing because we hope that for ourselves. When writing characters, their struggle with this is something I should keep in mind so that the audience can relate to them and have reference for the ethics within the story world. 
As Theoden and his company charge at the orcs, a trumpet is playing over the sound of a horn. These instruments are often used in military music, especially in relation to WW1 where the trumpets were used to let the soldiers know it was the end of the day.  The horn throughout creates a deep binaural tone, which builds towards the climax of the critical event. 
Aragorn is caught by the light and notices Gandalf atop a white horse. Similarly to Galadriel, Gandalf’s lighting is exaggerated to make it seem like it emanates from him. This could be interpreted as the sign of God’s power and light. Gandalf’s embodiment of this force makes him sublime within the narrative, and the lighting is able to convey that. 
The white horse is also a significant visual in this scene. Rearing horses have been used consistently to depict military might within portraiture, such as in this portrait of Louis XIV of France as the Roman god Mars. A white horse in particular has been used to depict holy victory on the battlefield [image: Louis XIV dressed in Roman Style Painting by Pierre Mignard]consistently through European art history, as in the Book of Revelation Jesus appears atop a white horse. The colour white is seen as pure and holy, and so a white horse embodies a victory ordained by the hands of God. 
Through using this imagery, it’s connecting to the ideal of a divine sublime through visual signifiers that already exist within our culture, and so an audience is better able to connect to the emotional significance of this scene as they already may be receptive to its semiotics. 
“11 Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse! The one sitting on it is called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. 12 His eyes are like a flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems, and he has a name written that no one knows but himself. ”                                   –Revelation 19:11-12
Lord of the Rings consistently depicts the sublime through narrative, character, sound & lighting and connects directly to semiotics of European history and narratives to deliver its depictions of the sublime. And so it's quite effective in conveying the sublime to an audience within the context of the narrative in a way that is very visual. These techniques show it to be a formalist film, an approach proposed by Hugo Münsterberg, Rudolf Arnheim, Sergei Eisenstein, and Béla Balázs (Bucland, 2008). My belief is that its formalism is what makes it sublime. I’ve always appreciated the minimal use of CGI, a sentiment echoed by director Quentin Tarantino: 
"CGI has fully ruined car crashes. Because how can you be impressed with them now? When you watch them in the '70s, it was real cars, real metal, real blasts. They're really doing it and risking their lives. But I knew CGI was gonna start taking over." . 
The sublime requires us to believe what we’re seeing. For this, all aspects of the film must be visually realistic. For example, the orcs in The Lord of the Rings are costume whereas The Hobbit uses CGI, compromising its ability to be sublime and potentially influencing its popularity as a result (Crump, 2014). 
In conclusion, the sublime requires an emotional response triggered by a combination of narrative, image and sound. Formalism and the sublime in film are linked as one is necessary to create the other. Realising this, I will apply formalist thinking to my work and further study it so I can consider all aspects of film and create a sublime piece. The sublime creates space for cultural retrospection that allows us to connect to the emotions of the past as well as the fears & anxieties of particular historical periods. I want to use this to show my ideas and reflections on society through film in a way that stuns people so that they truly take it in and are influenced in their thinking. 
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