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Abstract

Question 1: The Contemporary Condition: How do contemporary creative practices articulate or intervene in the complex conditions of late modernity, including ecological precarity, social fragmentation, and global uncertainty? What imaginative or critical strategies do they offer for navigating these crises?
Essay Title: From Awe to Anxiety: The Contemporary Sublime in Science Fiction Cinema
This essay examines the transformation of the sublime within contemporary cinema, arguing that it has shifted from an encounter with external vastness and transcendence toward an internalised experience of psychological instability and uncertainty. Drawing on classical theories of the sublime developed by Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant, alongside more recent reinterpretations by Jean-François Lyotard and Timothy Morton, this essay situates the sublime within the conditions of late modernity, including existential anxiety, technological mediation, and the destabilisation of the human subject.
Through a comparative analysis of Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar (2014) and Mikael Håfström’s Slingshot (2024), this essay aims to demonstrate how contemporary film reconfigures the aesthetic and affective dimensions of the sublime. Interstellar presents a cosmic, visually expansive sublime that retains elements of awe, coherence and transcendence even as it confronts the limits of human knowledge. In contrast, Slingshot offers a fragmented and psychological sublime, in which isolation, paranoia and perceptual instability displace traditional notions of grandeur and meaning.
By placing these films in dialogue, this essay argues that the contemporary sublime reflects a broader cultural shift from external confrontation with the infinite to an internal collapse of certainty and selfhood. Ultimately, this essay suggests that contemporary cinematic practices articulate the sublime as a critical response to the uncertainties and anxieties of late modern life.






Theoretical Framework

“The term ‘Sublime’ is derived from the Latin sublimis, a combination of sub (up to) and limen (lintel, literally the top piece of a door)” (Shaw, 2017, p.1). The term has many applications; Edmund Burke is a key figure when exploring the many different meanings of the sublime. The theory of sublime in art was investigated by Burke in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful published in 1757. Burke talks about terror being the foundation of sublime “Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger… is a source of the sublime.” (Burke, 1757, p. 36).  Burke focuses on the feelings of awe when describing the sublime and the way that we interact with it, often referring to it as a greatness beyond all possibility of calculation, measurement or limitation. It can also be described as the strongest possible emotion that can be experienced, the feeling of passion caused by great experiences that are sublime in nature gives a feeling of astonishment that can overwhelm normal thinking. (Burke, 2015).
Immanuel Kant is another notable theorist that has documented observations on the sublime. Kant argues that there are two main types of the sublime: The mathematical sublime, focusing on perception of infinite size and vastness such as a night sky full of stars or an enormous scale of structure, and the dynamical sublime, which is more concerned with the superiority of forces of nature that provoke strong emotions like fear and awe. (Kant, 2007). The sublime can be viewed an aesthetic experience, what makes it unique is the partial feeling of displeasure combined with an even stronger sense of pleasure, or ‘pleasure and pain’. Kant describes this experience as ‘negative pleasure’ (Sanderson, 2023). This sense of negative pleasure generated by the dynamic sublime reflects a tension in which attraction and repulsion are no longer distinct, but instead merge into a single, indeterminate experience. While the beautiful is defined by attraction alone, Burke and Kant argue that the sublime emerges from a tension between attraction and repulsion, producing a simultaneous experience of awe and terror. Kant’s notion of the sublime depends on an idea that has been summarised by scholars as “safe distance,” allowing the subject to engage with overwhelming forces in a way that produces heightened emotional response without immediate risk. Kant argues that the experience of the dynamically sublime operates through the imagination rather than direct sensory input, enabling reason to apprehend the vastness and power of nature beyond immediate perception (Kant, 2007). 

Burke associates the sublime with awe, terror and danger, identifying nature as its most powerful source and shapes a romantic conception. Kant extends this idea by focusing on the limits of reason and arguing that the sublime is not an objective quality, but a subjective experience produced within the mind.
[bookmark: _Int_rOYXKPGL]While Kant conceptualises the sublime as arising from the tension between reason and imagination, Philosopher Jean-François Lyotard reframes it in postmodern terms, emphasising encounters with the “unrepresentable” that push beyond the limits of perception and language (Medium, 2025). Lyotard begins by engaging with Kant’s philosophy, framing the sublime as a dual aesthetic experience. It evokes awe and wonder in response to the immense or infinite, while simultaneously generating discomfort by revealing the limits of our capacity to comprehend or represent such phenomena. For Lyotard, the sublime embodies a critical encounter with the “unrepresentable,” a concept central to modernity. In Kant’s terms, the sublime arises at the intersection of reason and imagination: the imagination is overwhelmed by the infinite, yet reason recognises that the infinite can be conceived, even if not fully comprehended. Lyotard extends this tension to the avant-garde, suggesting that its art deliberately pushes against conventional forms and highlights the boundaries of representation. 
Building on Lyotard’s postmodern developments, Timothy Morton’s concept of “hyperobjects” further extends the sublime into contemporary contexts. Hyperobjects refer to vast, distributed systems such as climate change, ecological crisis or the scale of the cosmos, being so expansive in time and space that they exceed human perception and comprehension. (Morton, 2013). Morton reconfigures the sublime as an ongoing confrontation with systems that overwhelm cognitive and sensory limits, producing a persistent sense of uncertainty and disorientation.  Morton’s conception of the sublime resonates with contemporary cinema, in which overwhelming systems manifest not as singular events, but as dispersed, often intangible forces that affect both the viewer and the cinematic world. Taken together, these theories suggest a shift from the sublime as an encounter with external grandeur to a contemporary condition defined by uncertainty, perceptual limits and overwhelming systems, an evolution that is clearly reflected in films such as Interstellar and Slingshot.







Interstellar: The Transitional Sublime

Interstellar enacts the transitional sublime by mediating the tension between external spectacle and internal reflection, producing a sublime experience rooted in both romantic awe and cognitive engagement, rather than the destabilizing, contemporary sublime explored in later works like Slingshot. The film immerses viewers in vast cosmic landscapes and extreme temporal phenomena, producing a sense of awe and terror at cosmic scale that resonates with Kant’s ideas of imagination overwhelmed by the infinite, Burke’s intertwining of attraction and repulsion, and Lyotard’s notion of encountering the unrepresentable. Interstellar evokes sublime feelings of awe through emphasis on the unnerving enormity of outer space (Kalishman, 2021). Renowned astrophysicists, among them Neil deGrasse Tyson, have praised the film for its rigorously accurate depiction of scientific phenomena, giving it a nine out of ten for its plausibility (Tyson, N. 2014).
The film presents overwhelming cosmic phenomena with black holes, wormholes, extreme gravitational distortions and engagement with ideas of time relativity and time dilation that evoke wonder to the viewer through their sheer scale and power. The narrative ties the vastness of deep space to deep human concerns, such as Cooper’s relationship with Murph and the survival of humanity. This dual engagement allows the audience to experience the Kantian tension between imagination and reason, as the mind confronts forces beyond comprehension but safely mediated through cinematic perspective. The film evokes Burke’s conception of terror tempered by attraction; the viewer feels both the danger and beauty of these extreme environments. Lyotard’s concept of the unrepresentable is also evident, as sequences such as the traversal of Gargantua or the bending of time challenge the limits of perception and representation, creating awe without literal threat. Black holes are primarily understood through indirect traces, observational data, and scientific modelling rather than through any direct total experience (Morton, 2013). Nolan’s use of gravitational lensing, extreme scale and bending of light produces a sensation of immensity that overwhelms the viewers imagination, echoing Kant’s notion of the sublime as arising the limits of what reason and imagination can comprehend (Kant, 2007).




The representation of Gargantua is intensified through the film’s use of ray tracing, a computational rendering technique employed to simulate the movement of distortion of light around an extreme gravitational field. Developed in collaboration with physicist Kip Thorne, these methods enabled the film to visualise gravitational lensing with a notable degree of scientific realism (Thorne, 2014). The resulting image of the black hole is both convincing and visually overwhelming, drawing upon research produced for the film’s visual modelling (James et al, 2015). This contributes directly to the cosmic sublime, in which viewers are confronted with the vast scale and power of the universe in ways that exceed ordinary human perception. Rather than presenting space as empty spectacle, Interstellar frames it as a domain structured by invisible forces such as gravity, relativity and temporal distortion. Through its use of ray tracing, Interstellar transforms scientific abstraction into cinematic form, allowing the cosmic sublime to emerge as both an aesthetic and philosophical experience.  
Despite its engagement with overwhelming cosmic forces, Interstellar ultimately redirects the sublime toward emotional meaning and transcendence. While the film confronts viewers with astronomical spectacle and humanity’s relative insignificance within the universe, these experiences remain grounded in Cooper’s enduring bond with Murph. The result is a cinematic experience in which spectacle is balanced by emotional intimacy, allowing wonder to become reflective rather than alienating. As Vivian Sobchack argues, cinema has the capacity to transform abstract phenomena into embodied emotional experience, enabling audiences to feel ideas as much as understand them (Sobchack, 1992). Likewise, Scott Bukatman suggests that spectacular cinema can generate forms of transcendence through encounters with scale, movement and visual excess (Bukatman, 2003). In this sense, Interstellar presents a positive sublime, where confrontation with the infinite becomes a source of resilience, hope, and emotional continuity rather than fragmentation or despair. The film therefore occupies a transitional position between romantic notions of the sublime and later contemporary forms shaped by anxiety and instability. 
The film’s closing tesseract sequence further develops the transitional sublime by transforming incomprehensible spatial abstraction into emotional resolution. Cooper’s movement through a multidimensional environment exceeds ordinary perception and linear logic, confronting the viewer with forms of space and time that resist stable representation. This reflects Jean-François Lyotard’s account of the sublime as an encounter with that which cannot be fully represented, while also recalling Immanuel Kant’s argument that the imagination falters when faced with phenomena beyond its limits, even as reason attempts to comprehend them. The sequence’s shifting geometry and infinite visual repetition generate a sense of scale that is at once disorientating and exhilarating, echoing what Gaston Bachelard describes as the poetic expansion of space beyond ordinary habitation (Bachelard, 1994).
Unlike darker contemporary forms of the sublime, the tesseract does not leave the subject alienated. Instead, cosmic abstraction is redirected through memory, communication and paternal love. As Murray Smith argues, cinema often produces emotional engagement by aligning spectators with character experience and moral perspective (Smith, 1995). Through Cooper’s desire to save Murph, the vast unknown becomes emotionally legible. In Burkean terms, terror is ultimately tempered by attraction, while Kantian sublimity is transformed into moral and emotional insight. The tesseract therefore converts the unknowable into a source of hope, suggesting that encounters with the infinite may still generate meaning, continuity and transcendence within contemporary cinema.




















Slingshot: The Contemporary Sublime

In contrast to the emotionally restorative and transcendent sublime presented in Interstellar, Slingshot offers a contemporary sublime grounded in psychological instability, perceptual uncertainty and the fragmentation of the self. Directed by Mikael Håfström, the film shifts sublime experience away from cosmic vastness and toward the confined interior spaces of the spacecraft and the unstable consciousness of the protagonist. Rather than inspiring wonder through visual scale, the film generates dread through isolation, mistrust and the erosion of certainty. In this sense, Slingshot reflects the conditions of late modernity, in which, as Zygmunt Bauman argues, social life has become increasingly fluid, unstable and resistant to fixed meanings (Bauman, 2000).
The films atmosphere of anxiety is intensified through narrative ambiguity and the spectator’s inability to fully trust what is being shown. Reality appears fractured, memory becomes unreliable and perception itself is destabilised. This aligns with Sigmund Freud’s concept of the uncanny, in which something seemingly familiar becomes deeply unsettling through distortion or uncertainty (Freud, 1919). The spacecraft, which should function as a secure technological environment, instead becomes a site of paranoia and psychological threat. Everyday routines and enclosed domestic like spaces are transformed into sources of dread, demonstrating how the contemporary sublime often emerges not through external danger, but through the collapse of trust in one’s surroundings and in John, played by Casey Affleck’s mind.
The fragmented structure of the film may also be understood through Fredric Jameson’s account of postmodern culture, which he associates with disorientation and the breakdown of stable subjectivity (Jameson, 1991). In Slingshot, continuity is repeatedly undermined by uncertainty surrounding memory, time and perception, leaving both the protagonist and viewer without a secure interpretive framework. This sense of fragmentation prevents the sublime from becoming elevating or transcendent, instead rendering it psychologically unstable and unresolved. 
The film may also be interpreted through Mark Fisher’s understanding of contemporary anxiety as dispersed and difficult to trace to any single source. Rather than confronting a visible monster or a clearly defined threat, Slingshot presents an ambient persistence of unease, embedded within routine systems, technology and consciousness itself (Fisher, 2009). As a result, the sublime becomes internalised, terror no longer emerges from mountains, storms and black holes, but from cognitive disorientation and the unsettling possibility that subjectivity itself is unstable.

The film’s confined setting further intensifies its contemporary sublime by transforming the spacecraft into a site of psychological entrapment rather than technological mastery. Unlike the expansive cosmic environments of Interstellar, space in Slingshot is experienced as claustrophobic, repetitive and inescapable. Corridors, control rooms and enclosed living quarters become spaces of mounting paranoia, where the absence of external threat is replaced by internal collapse. This inversion of the traditional science-fiction frontier reflects what Michel Foucault describes as disciplinary space, in which architecture and enclosure regulate behaviour while producing psychological pressure (Foucault, 1977). The spacecraft functions less as a vehicle of discovery than as an apparatus of containment, reducing movement while intensifying self-surveillance and distrust. At the same time, the film’s repetitive routines and temporal disorientation evoke Henri Lefebvre’s account of everyday life as structured through cycles that can become alienating and oppressive when stripped of spontaneity (Lefebvre, 1991). John’s progressive mental deterioration emerges not only from isolation, but from the oppressive repetition of space, time, and habit. In this sense, Slingshot presents a negative sublime in which science fiction becomes a metaphor for modern existence: Individuals enclosed within systems they cannot control, searching for certainty in environments that instead generate anxiety and psychological collapse.

















Reconfiguring the Sublime: From Transcendence to Instability

While both Interstellar and Slingshot engage with the sublime through science fiction, they do so in sharply contrasting ways. Interstellar preserves elements of the romantic sublime through cosmic wonder, emotional transcendence and faith in human resilience, whereas Slingshot reconfigures the sublime as psychological instability, fragmentation and dread. This contrast reflects what David Nye identifies as the modern shift from natural to technological forms of the sublime, where overwhelming systems increasingly replace landscapes and sites of awe (Nye, 1994). 
Where Interstellar transforms scientific phenomena into uplifting spectacle, Slingshot presents technology as oppressive and claustrophobic. Its enclosed interiors and destabilised perception align more closely with what Fred Botting describes as modern gothic anxiety, in which familiar spaces become sites of fear and psychological threat (Botting, 1996). This sense of modern Gothic anxiety is further emphasised through John’s gradual psychological deterioration. Trapped within the familiar confines of the spacecraft, he becomes increasingly unable to distinguish reality from illusion. As his paranoia intensifies, John comes to view his surroundings as inescapably threatening, ultimately ejecting himself into space in the belief that it is his only means of escape.
The two films also differ sharply in their treatment of human subjectivity. In Interstellar, the individual is tested by cosmic forces yet ultimately affirmed through acts of sacrifice, emotional connection and moral endurance. Cooper’s journey suggests that encounters with the unknown can expand human understanding rather than destroy it. By contrast, Slingshot presents subjectivity as fragile and unstable, with isolation gradually eroding John’s sense of reality and selfhood. This contrast reflects what Fredric Jameson identifies as the fragmentation of subjectivity within postmodern culture, where coherent identity becomes increasingly difficult to sustain (Jameson, 1991). Where Interstellar imagines resilience in the face of vast systems, Slingshot depicts the self as vulnerable to collapse under psychological pressure.
Ultimately, the contrast between Interstellar and Slingshot reveals a profound reconfiguration of the sublime within contemporary science fiction. Where Interstellar still offers transcendence through cosmic wonder and emotional meaning, Slingshot presents a fractured sublime shaped by paranoia, instability, and psychological collapse. In this sense, the movement from awe to anxiety reflects what Guy Debord describes as a society increasingly dominated by spectacle, in which mediated images replace direct lived experience (Debord, 1994). The sublime is therefore no longer encountered as a transformative confrontation with nature or the infinite, but as a controlled and destabilised experience filtered through systems of technology, representation and modern alienation.

Conclusion: The Sublime as Social Commentary
This essay has argued that the sublime in contemporary science fiction cinema has undergone a significant transformation. Where classical accounts of the sublime, most notably those of Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant, emphasised encounters with vastness and terror. Recent cinematic forms increasingly relocate these experiences within the psychological and social conditions of modern life. Instead of functioning solely as an aesthetic response to nature or cosmic immensity, the sublime now frequently operates as a critical lens through which contemporary anxieties may be explored. In this sense, science fiction provides a particularly effective medium for examining how awe has been reshaped by uncertainty, dependence on technology and instability.
The comparison between Interstellar and Slingshot demonstrates this shift clearly. Interstellar retains important elements of the romantic sublime through cosmic wonder, emotional transcendence and faith in human endurance. Although the film confronts viewers with black holes and the vast indifference of the universe, it ultimately converts these forces into meaning through love, sacrifice and continuity. By contrast, Slingshot presents a negative or contemporary sublime in which isolation and fractured perception replace transcendence. Rather than elevating the subject, the unknown becomes a source of psychological collapse. The movement between these two films therefore reflects a wider transition from the sublime as hopeful confrontation to the sublime as destabilising experience.
This transformation can be understood in relation to the conditions of late modernity. As Ulrich Beck argues, contemporary society is increasingly shaped by risk, uncertainty and threats generated by technological systems rather than by nature alone (Beck, 1992). Both films dramatise this condition through different means. Interstellar imagines scientific crisis and planetary collapse on a cosmic scale, while Slingshot turns inward, presenting technological enclosure and psychological precarity. Similarly, Anthony Giddens suggests that modern life is characterised by insecurity produced through rapidly changing institutions and systems beyond individual control (Giddens, 1991). Science fiction cinema can therefore be read not as escapism, but as a form of cultural reflection that translates abstract social pressures into visible and emotional narratives.



The continuing relevance of the sublime lies in its ability to express experiences that exceed ordinary language. Jean-François Lyotard associates the sublime with encounters that resist representation, and this remains particularly resonant in an era defined by ecological crisis and psychological strain. Contemporary films employ distorted time, and unstable realities not simply for spectacle, but to give form to fears that are otherwise difficult to articulate. In doing so, they transform cinematic spectacle into social commentary. The shift from awe to anxiety suggests that the sublime has not disappeared within contemporary culture but has adapted to new historical pressures. Through Interstellar and Slingshot science fiction demonstrates that the sublime remains a powerful mode of critique, capable of revealing both the aspirations and the anxieties of modern existence. The continued use of the sublime within contemporary cinema suggests that audiences still seek ways to confront experiences that feel larger than individual understanding. Whether these experiences take the form of ecological collapse or psychological instability, film provides a space in which such pressures can be imagined and critically examined. As Susan Sontag observed, science fiction often externalises social fears through speculative imagery and extraordinary scenarios (Sontag, 1965). In this sense, both Interstellar and Slingshot use the language of science fiction not to escape reality, but to render modern anxieties visible through cinematic form and affective intensity.
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