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Essay title:

Agnes Martin and Vija Celmins evoke a contemporary sublime through formal strategies of subtly varied repetition, fragmentation in tension with unity, and evenly distributed composition. The effectiveness of these aesthetic structures is best understood through Romain Rolland’s Oceanic Feeling, a conception of the sublime as a sense of oneness with the natural universe


Abstract 
Agnes Martin and Vija Celmins both summon the sublime through intimations of the infinite and a tension between unity and fragmentation, repetition and variation, as, in distinct ways, they distil the natural world into highly structured and constrained works. Their evocation of awe aligns with Burke’s focus on astonishment but replaces his centring of fear with a euphoric transcendence harking back to Zhuangzi and Longinus and echoed in Hegel’s and Bataille’s celebration of union with the absolute (and similarly, Schopenhauer’s and Schiller’s emphasis on natural connection). Martin and Celmins honour Kant’s conception of the sublime as a movement of the mind, breaking through the limits of perception, but eschew his smug elevation of human intellect. Both artists reach instead into a sublime sense of oneness with the natural universe identifiable as the proto-religious awareness Romain Rolland called the Oceanic Feeling. Where the two differ is in how far they acknowledge this; Martin is overtly mystical but Celmins somewhat inscrutable in her motivations. However, both employ a visual composition that scatters the viewer’s attention evenly across the work’s surface, eliciting an overwhelming sense of unity; reinforced by an interplay between repetition and variation that invokes the infinite eternal; and a deep structure (explicit to varying degrees), rigorously executed, provoking in the viewer an awareness of something greater beyond the work, and indeed beyond ourselves. This is demonstrated specifically within Martin’s Night Sea (1963) and Celmins’ Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) (1971).



Introduction
Etymologically, ‘sublime’ signifies reaching up to a boundary or threshold. It has been taken to imply elevation or breaking past a limit to a qualitatively altered state, but, within this, theorists offer a variety of approaches. This essay will explore those that consider how an experience of the sublime activates our awareness of nature, and of ourselves in relation to nature. Examining the psychological essence of the sublime experience, it will argue that a core feature is a sense of self-dissolution and unity with the external world.
Nature has played a changing role within sublime theory. Longinus (1900) described the sublime as the arousal of intense emotions through powerful natural metaphors, and Edmund Burke (2008) centred humanity’s experience of cowering beneath the force of natural landscapes and events. Immanuel Kant (2008) upturned this, characterising the sublime as an insight into human reason’s superiority over nature. And while Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (Morley, 2010) and Georges Bataille (1988) both emphasised merger with the universal absolute, Friedrich Schiller (Baker, 1998) and Arthur Schopenhauer (1910) centred nature within this. 
The relationship of the sublime to nature is most effectively expressed, it will be argued, in Romain Rolland’s term ‘Oceanic Feeling’. This conception encompasses the sense of awe central to the Burkean sublime, along with Kant’s intuition about experiencing limits, but reframes these, respectively, as transcendence rather than terror, and as unification with nature rather than alienation from it. 
This essay will examine how the Oceanic Feeling – as an experience of self-dissolution into a boundless, unified natural cosmos – is embodied in the works of Agnes Martin and Vija Celmins, looking particularly at Martin’s Night Sea (1963) and Celmins’ Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) (1971), which represent for each artist an iconic example (and, in the case of Night Sea, the apogee) of a series of related works. 
The aesthetic structures employed will be deconstructed to show how they achieve this effect, including through the interplay of repetition and variation to invoke infinitude; placing unity in tension with fragmentation to educe oneness; and distributing attention equally across the surface so the viewer is forced to take in the whole work at once – thereby generating a sublime experience wherein the mind, overwhelmed, is brought to self-dissolution and transcendent connection with nature. 

Theoretical framework
Julian Bell says of the sublime in art, “References to it have come from so many angles that it is in danger of losing any coherent meaning” (2013, para. 1). The transcendence it describes is variously characterised, including as intellectual, spiritual or emotional. Most theorists, agree, however, that the sublime is a feature of the experiencing subject, not the object perceived. 
For Edmund Burke (2008) this experience was essentially astonishment – manifesting especially as fear, but without bodily danger – an empirical take eschewing metaphysical explanation: “Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger […] or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime” (2008, p. 39). The key term is ‘analogous’ – actual terror unmediated by artistic depiction produces only pain. 
Besides scale, whether of the artwork or of the (natural) objects depicted – “Greatness of dimension is a powerful cause of the sublime” (2008, p. 71) – Burke identified several features of artistic representation contributary to sublime experience. One is colour – “colours, such as are soft, or cheerful […] are unfit to produce grand images […] the cloudy sky is more grand than the blue; and night more sublime and solemn than day” (2008, p. 81). Another is obscurity: “To make anything very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be necessary” (2008, p. 58), because:
It is our ignorance of things that causes all our admiration, and chiefly excites our passions. […] The ideas of eternity, and infinity, are among the most affecting we have: and yet perhaps there is nothing of which we really understand so little, as of infinity and eternity (Burke, 2008, pp. 61-62).
Burke also identified succession and uniformity as features of what he called the ‘artificial infinite’: 
1. Succession; which is requisite that the parts may be continued so long and in such a direction, as by their frequent impulses on the sense to impress the imagination with an idea of their progress beyond their actual limits. 2. Uniformity; because, if the figures of the parts should be changed, […] it becomes impossible to continue that uninterrupted progression, which alone can stamp on bounded objects the character of infinity (Burke, 2008, p. 74). 
Immanuel Kant (2008) leant into Burke’s intuition about vastness, characterising the mathematical as one of two aspects of the sublime – the other being the dynamical – sparked respectively by, say, towering mountains or raging storms. He believed the sublime experience was one of confronting the limits of imagination, but that its essential element was an intuition about the supremacy of reason. 
Unable to grasp, for instance, “the broad ocean agitated by storms” in its entirety, “the mind has been incited to abandon sensibility, and employ itself upon ideas involving a higher purposiveness” (Kant, 2008, p. 76). Sublimity, Kant argued, “does not reside in the things of nature, but only in our own mind, in so far as we may become conscious of our superiority over nature” (2008, p. 94). As Simon Morley explains, for Kant “the sublime was essentially about a negative experience of limits” (2010, p. 16).
By contrast, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel celebrated sublime experience “as a moment of fusion with the Absolute [and] declared that sublimity was the way by which the divine manifested itself in the natural world” (Morley, 2010, p. 16). Similarly, Georges Bataille contended that through an ecstatic experience induced by art, humans could shatter their sense of self and merge in divine unity – “all object of ecstasy is created by art” (1988, p. 73). For Arthur Schopenhauer, the sublime provokes an awareness of human consciousness’s “two-fold nature”, wherein we perceive ourselves as both subject and object of our cognition, becoming “the supporter of the whole world” (1910, p. 265). 
This mystical tone chimes with historical conceptions of the sublime anchored in a religious worldview – although as Jan Rosiek (2009) highlights, the religio of the sublime is distinct from theology and relates rather to a Ciceronian sense of higher nature. It is, she maintains, about reconciliation with nature – remembering we are part of it. Luke White and Claire Pajaczkowska unpack Rosiek’s account thus: 
[…] in sublime experience, the self folds back or unravels into what it is not […]. Such a version of the sublime opens other relations between the self and nature, and between the self and the supernatural (White and Pajaczkowska, 2009, p. 74).
Friedrich Schiller posited this relationship as a journey, whereby humans (and humanity) travel, explains Eric Baker, “from a pre-symbolic, paradisaical unity, to the fall into consciousness of self, to the unity of being and consciousness, nature and culture, form and content, spirit and matter” (1998, p. 530). Baker argues: 
By representing the sublime as the loss and recuperation of nature, Schiller transforms the absolute, Kantian break into a contingent, historical stage on the way to the realization of an ideal harmony between nature and man (Baker, 1998, p. 533).
At its extreme, the natural sublime becomes the cosmic – as astronomical forces and volumes overwhelm us mathematically and dynamically. Mingjun Lu (2017) locates its roots in Taoism, describing how Zhuangzi’s sublime “transcends fear or terror” and “celebrates genuine wonder and delight at cosmic infinity” (2017, p. 693) – an aesthetic vision Lu also sees in Longinus. Lu interprets both as suggesting that in cosmically sublime experiences, “the mind and the primordial unity […] collapse into one” and that “primal Oneness is the archetypal expression of the cosmic sublime” (2017, p. 698).
A more contemporary conception of oneness is Romain Rolland’s Oceanic Feeling. Coined in a 1927 letter to Sigmund Freud, Rolland said it described a sensation of eternity and being one with the whole world, produced typically by an encounter with the sea  (Cooper, 2002). He considered it universal, and the source of all religious feeling – independently of creed. David Fisher calls it “the simple and direct fact of the sensation of the ‘eternal’ (which perhaps is not eternal, but simply without perceptible limits, and like an ocean)” (1976, p. 20). 
Freud dismissed the Oceanic Feeling as a regressive illusion – a remnant of the primitive pre-ego of unweaned infants unable to distinguish themselves from the world (Cooper, 2002). However, a grudging acknowledgement is evident in his book Civilization and Its Discontents, where he concedes – as Sarah Ackerman notes – that “the ideational contents” of the infantile pre-ego state “would be precisely those of limitlessness and of a bond with the universe – the same ideas with which my friend [Romain Rolland] elucidated the ‘oceanic’ feeling” (Ackerman, 2017, p. 20).
Noting Freud’s view of the Oceanic Feeling as “an ego disturbance that unsettles the boundaries of the self”, Jackie Wang questions: “Is it inherently bad to ‘regress’ to a childlike state?” (2016, para. 20). She suggests “the oceanic can be thought of as a stage in a cycle of creativity where a return to a state of infancy acts to wipe the mind clean (of a certain kind of knowledge)” and that “infantile states” can be “experimental, restorative, joyous, and enlivening” (2016, para. 21). 

Agnes Martin
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Figure 1: Martin, A. (1963) Night Sea [Oil, crayon, and gold leaf on linen]. San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco.

In the early 1960s, after two decades of making paintings that did not satisfy her quest for transcendent beauty, Agnes Martin succeeded in emptying the canvas of ideas and allowed it to fill with pure emotion: she painted her first grids (Glimcher, 2012, p. 11). 
Martin’s grids fall into two distinct periods: the 1960s at Coenties Slip, New York, using diverse materials (often oil with intersecting crayon lines); then – after not painting for several years – the 1970s until her 2004 death, in New Mexico (where they became acrylic washes of mostly pale red and blue, with horizontal graphite lines). Night Sea (Figure 1.) was from the first era. This 72×72in square appears from afar an even blue-green, scored into rectangles with metallic crayon and gold leaf; but looking closer, explains Suzanne Hudson:
[…] Martin seems to have first applied an even more brilliant blue, to which she added an opaque blue-green daub in each demarcated box […]. Applied with irregular borders, these topmost patches are rimmed by the residual brightness below, visible near to the scored lines, as though so many efflorescent halos (Hudson, 2016, p. 17) 
The painting pre-dates what Martin called her first grid (1964’s The Tree) – a distinction Hudson attributes to considerations of process, as Night Sea bears marks of creation (such as distortion and abrasion) that vanished in later works. This distancing from process aligns with Martin’s philosophy of ‘inspiration’. “I don’t have any ideas myself. I have a vacant mind in order to do exactly what the inspiration asks for,” she said (Chuck Smith Productions, 2009, 1:02). She would sit waiting for an image to enter her mind, then scale it onto the canvas with meticulous calculation. 
Abhorring ego and intellect, Martin even disclaimed authorship of her work and said ideas just get in the way of inspiration (1992). In this, she demonstrated an instinctive empathy with the transcendent of the sublime, how art transports us beyond human limitations, although not in a Kantian sense. Her grid paintings possess several features of the sublime characterised by Burke, such as scale (initially always 6ft square, later 5ft), constrained colour use, and obscuration – burying depictions of nature in an abstract grid. 
The Burkean sublime manifests especially in Martin’s employment of “succession and uniformity” (Burke, 2008, p. 74). The rectangles within Night Sea show, moreover, subtle variation that counterpoints their repetition – evoking infinity more effectively than would total uniformity. Joanne Weber argues that she “succeeds in instilling a metaphysical quality to her work through this ‘imperfect repetition’” (2018, p. 62). 
Martin herself attributed this subtlety to observation of natural forms. Peter Schjeldahl recounts that the artist, speaking on “the slightly varied forms in some series of her paintings”, recalled studying clouds, saying: “I paid close attention for a month to see if they ever repeated. They don’t repeat” (2016, para. 9). Despite Martin asserting her paintings were “not really about nature. It is not what is seen. It is what is known forever in the mind” (Martin, 1992, p. 15), Dore Ashton declared that the artist’s “deepest feelings are related to nature – the vast, maddening infinitude to which she is drawn” (1959, para. 1). 
Many of her works are visually obvious abstractions of nature, and titled accordingly – A Grey Stone, The Rose, The Tree, Summer, The River, Leaves, Mountain II. Indeed, Martin’s very affinity for the grid, composed of straight lines, was possibly inspired by the landscapes of her childhood on the Saskatchewan plains, and her later life in New Mexico’s deserts. Salvador Jiménez-Donaire Martínez quotes her as saying: 
One time, I was coming out of the mountains and […] came out on this plain, and I thought, ‘Ah! What a relief! […] This is for me!’ […] This plain… it was just like a straight line. […] And I thought there wasn’t a line that affected me like a horizontal line. Then, I found that the more I drew that line, the happier I got. First I thought it was like the sea [then that] it was like singing! Well, I just went to town on this horizontal line (Martinez, 2023, p. 205). 
Martin associated ‘inspiration’ with nature, calling it “a natural thing” (Glimcher, 2012, pp. 12-13). She did not attribute it to any higher power, asserting: “The most troublesome anti-freedom concept is our belief in a transcendent supreme authority” (Martin, 1992, p. 98) and disparaging superstition, which she defined as “a belief in power or powers”, as “art’s greatest enemy, even worse than ego” (Glimcher, 2012, pp. 12-13). She was drawn to Buddhism and Taoism, religions exalting cosmic unity over individuality. 
She also linked ‘inspiration’ to ‘obedience’, but in a specific sense apparently denoting a sublimely transcendent – and symmetrical – oneness with nature. Martin believed “authority and obedience exist at the same time in each of us” and that “we are all in a state of obedient authority at all times, that it is a sublime state and that it is in fact a state of positive freedom” (1992, pp. 97-98), asserting:
The conscious mind is awareness of the sublime and it tells us what to do […] With more accurate obedience we become rapidly more aware of the sublime: of beauty and happiness in life. We become more devoted to life. With disobedience we become less and less aware with less respect for life (Martin, 1998, p. 112).
Joanna Weber argues that Martin’s sublime concerns perception of the transcendent within the ordinary, saying her paintings are grounded in a heightened sense of the experience of the everyday and that Martin “believes that her work is a kind of lens that reveals the seldom seen truth about everyday life” (2018, p. 30). Martin herself claimed anyone could access “greater awareness of the sublimity of reality” (1992, p. 93), declaring: “Inspiration is there all the time for anyone whose mind is not covered over with thoughts” (Glimcher, 2012, pp. 12-13), in clear disdain for Kant’s supremacy of reason. 
Her emphasis on universality and egolessness invokes a sense of self-dissolution, of surrender to the universe, identifiable as Rolland’s Oceanic Feeling. The interplay between unity and fragmentation in Martin’s division of a huge grid into multiple similar parts is reminiscent of how the ocean comprises innumerable drops, and humanity innumerable individuals. As Schopenhauer posited, “If we lose ourselves in the contemplation of the infinite greatness of the universe [we] vanish into nothing like drops in the ocean” (1910, p. 265).
Within Night Sea, the coloration and title make explicit the invocation of the oceanic. Meanwhile, the overall square of the grid unifies the tiny rectangles, while itself fragmenting into them, and it is upon this very multiplicity that the sense of unification relies – for how can we experience oneness without knowing separation? As Bataille argues:
[….] each element capable of being isolated from the universe always appears like a particle susceptible of entering into the constitution of a group which transcends it. […] Being is always a group of particles whose relative autonomies are maintained. These two principles – constitution transcending the constituent parts, relative autonomy of the constituent parts – order the existence of ‘being’ (Bataille, 1988, p.85).

Vija Celmins
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Figure 2: Celmins, V. (1971) Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) [Graphite on acrylic ground on paper]. Museum of Modern Art, New York.

While often called a photorealist, Vija Celmins is anything but. In spirit she arguably belongs, like Agnes Martin, to the Abstract Expressionists. Her biggest influence was “the abstract painters from the 1950s, because they wanted to do something impossible – like make a painting that would move you through the paint itself,” she told Jeff Rian in a 1996 interview, recounting her realisation that “to make it work two-dimensionally, you have to abstract it” in order to pull the viewer in (Rian, 1996, p. 85). Carter Ratcliff, likening Celmin to Jackson Pollock, calls her works a “subtle tug-of-war between abstraction and figuration” (2002, p. 70). 
Immigrating to Indiana from Latvia aged nine left her linguistically isolated, driving a lifelong engagement with drawing (which comprises half her oeuvre). After a foray into Pop Art sculptures of gigantified everyday objects and Minimalist monotone paintings, Celmins switched in the mid 1960s to what Francis Jacobus-Parker describes as “meticulous, handmade transposition of photographic images into graphite, charcoal, oil paint or prints” (2018, p. 85). Initially using newspaper clippings of warplanes, her focus soon became natural surfaces like the night sky, desert floor and, especially, the ocean.
To Celmins, “the [photographic] image is just a sort of armature on which I hang my marks and make my art,” and, while admitting to Richard Learoyd in the same interview, “I don’t think I could have done that kind of precise drawing without a photograph,” she says it is only “because it’s just graphite and paper that maybe it feels more like a photograph” (Learoyd, 2025). She calls her process ‘redescribing’, a term Jacobus-Parker argues “suggests a layered process of notation and repletion” (2018, p. 85). 
Her ocean works, including the 1971 graphite drawing Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) (Figure 2.), redescribed the same few photographs taken at Venice Pier, near her LA studio. Within each work there is also a kind of repetition, using highly similar forms with minor variation – and, increasingly, an evenness across the whole surface, as Gary Garrels explains: 
In the earliest oceans, the wave structures are bolder [and] the darker and lighter areas are more contrasting […]. By 1970 the structures began to even out and become lighter and more luminous” (Garrels, 2018, p. 16). 
This evenness – or, as Burke says, “a successive disposition of uniform parts in the same right line” (2008, p. 139) – is key to how Celmins (like Martin) evokes the sublime. Burke contended that when “the eye must traverse the vast space of such bodies with great quickness” (2008, pp. 135-136), the consequent repeated ocular vibration, reinforcing each impression, 
[…] each in its order as it succeeds, repeats impulse after impulse […] until the eye long exercised in one particular way cannot lose that object immediately; and being violently roused by this continued agitation, it presents the mind with a grand or sublime conception (Burke, 2008, p. 139).
Another feature of the Burkean sublime is dull coloration; moreover, Celmins’ choice of greyscale seems motivated by conscious embrace of difficulty. She calls her redescription “a way of pushing the pencil to the utmost degree, the very last things” (Learoyd, 2025), hinting at a Kantian ambition to take us to a mental breaking-point. Jacobus-Parker states: “Celmins’ subjects […] challenge the limits of our perceptual faculties. They are sights too bright, too vast, too distant, too ever-changing for the naked eye to take in” (2018, p. 89).
Burke asserts: “When any work seems to have required immense force and labour to effect it, the idea is grand” (2008, p. 77), and Celmins’ drawings ignite awe at the prolonged concentration obviously required. In a 2003 interview, however, she called her drawings: 
[…] not really that meticulous. I would say they're more rigorous. Meticulous means that you’re really interested in detail, while I'm always scanning the picture plane and going from the total to the small (Enright, 2003). 
This tension between large and small, whole and fragment, dominates Celmins’ work, and is critical to how she animates infinitude. Robert Enright remarks of the extreme detail reaching right to the works’ edges, “their very smallness has suggested largeness in that more is obviously implied” (2003). Moreover, the sense of scale that prompts sublimity may lie at either extreme, as Burke contends: 
[…] as the great extreme of dimension is sublime, so the last extreme of littleness is in some measure sublime likewise; when we attend to the infinite divisibility of matter […] we become amazed and confounded at the wonders of minuteness; nor can we distinguish in its effect this extreme of littleness from the vast itself (Burke, 2008, p. 72)
Celmins conveys eternity as effectively as infinity; she has mused that her work may generate “a sense of time that is captured and held” (Rian, 1996, p. 86). Max Kozloff highlights her elicitation of the timelessness of the cosmic sublime:
[…] she is concerned with illusions of a nature entirely void of any tangent with our needs, our social experiences, and our history. This is how things had looked and will look, one imagines, before we came and after we are gone […] [This] is brought off very simply by a selection of photographic images lacking any internal evidence to place or date them. With what rigor she has excluded from her vistas any momentary episode (Kozloff, 1974, para. 2)
Jacobus-Parker notes that in choosing source images that activate the whole surface, recording multiple intersections, she “brings out her subjects’ formal affinity with the grid; though irregular rather than geometric, images of the ocean and the night sky are repetitive, planar, and expansive” (2018, p. 88); in Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) she makes the underlying grid explicit. Enright argues: “There is an architectural quality in the work: what Celmins identifies as a ‘form that’s a very thorough structure’” (2003). 
Celmins emphasises form over content and maintains her work “is in no way symbolic” (Rian, 1996, p. 86); as Enright states, “it’s the works’ apparent manufacture, their made quality, that Celmins assiduously asserts” (2003). Despite her denial of metaphysical motivations, she demonstrates an intuition that chimes with Rolland’s Oceanic Feeling, saying: “It’s like making something that is full and meaningful but not accessible with words. You have to experience it” (Learoyd, 2025). 
Ratcliff, meanwhile, unpacks how Celmins’ work leads us to a consciousness of cosmic unity through its evocation of chaotic infinitude:
[…] her topics hover at the edge of our very concept of vastness. And of our fears about vast things. With vision immersed in the sea or the night, one can think one's way to chaos, that entropic state from which difference, the distinction between one entity and the next, has disappeared (Ratcliff, 1984, p. 194)

Conclusion
Martin and Celmins are often taken as opposites – one abstract, one hyperrealistic – but both are essentially non-figurative. Celmins’ works depict nature but are really about form; conversely, beneath Martin’s stripped-back grid lies a distillation of nature. Both employ structural simplicity to conjure an overwhelming astonishment – the sensation that Burke called “the effect of the sublime in its highest degree” (2008, p. 57). 
Night Sea and Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) each offer a visual experience of oneness, in that any section of the work resembles closely any other. Burke’s statement that “Succession and uniformity of parts are what constitute the artificial infinite” (2008, p. 74) applies equally to both artists, as they play on repetition in different ways. Martin’s repetition is more literal, whereas Celmins executes intense similarity.
And while Martin employs an obvious grid, Celmins too elevates structure. Jacobus-Parker (2018) points out grid lines faintly visible beneath many of her drawings, and in Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) a saltire cross extends across the entire surface. For Celmins this is part of making explicit the creation process – essential, else her images disappear into a photographic effect, whereas Martin strived to keep process implicit. 
Through rejection of fussy, figurative complication, they create structures that hold unity in tension with fragmentation. As Celmins said of one image choice, it was motivated “by the thought that […] this image is going to make everybody pay attention to all parts of this canvas, because it’ll all be tied together” (Enright, 2003). 
Perhaps because, as Burke said, “the ocean is an object of no small terror” (2008, p. 58), it is a longstanding motif within sublime art. It is also, in Kantian terms, both dynamically and mathematically overwhelming (2008) – something inherently unfathomable. Martin’s and Celmins’ choice of oceanic imagery seems to embrace a more transcendental take on the sublime, however, summoning Rolland’s Oceanic Feeling – ourselves as drops within an ocean. 
Eschewing Kant’s smug elevation of human rationality, they seek to move us at a more universal level, echoing what Lu (2017) calls the cosmic sublime. While Celmins denies spiritual fellowship with Martin, “who talks about Buddhism and the spirit. That’s not my inspiration” (Rian, 1996, p. 86), she acknowledges a pull towards timelessness and expresses a Martin-like anti-intellectualism:
I wanted to get in touch with something that was more mindless. […] if you are not using your brain, you are not necessarily being stupid. It's just that you're in touch with some other things in yourself […] these things are not easy to form because they really are formless and hard to grasp, like an ocean (Enright, 2003).
Both artists evince an intuitive awareness of something beyond emotion or reason. Neither Burke’s centring of a fear-based response, nor Kant’s focus on our rational reaction to perceptual limits, adequately interpret the sublime experience. Rolland’s Oceanic Feeling allows us instead to reframe it as quasi-mystical self-dissolution, wherein we experience a transcendent cosmic unity with the natural world – something Martin and Celmins offer to us through their art.
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