496.01 On the Sublime / Syllabus / Spring 2026                                                          
TTF786 = Tu 15:00-16:50 (JF 101), F 14:00-14:50 (TB 230)
Instructor: Matthew Gumpert

Course Description.  What is the sublime, and what role has it played in the structuring of the Western imagination: its fears, fantasies, fictions?  The sublime is always a way of speaking about meaning as something transcendent, something beyond cognition, beyond good and evil.  Meanwhile, within the concept of the sublime lurks its counterpart, its rival: the beautiful.  Why do certain historical periods or cultural moments privilege the sublime, while others the beautiful?  Why is it that today the sublime appears to have reasserted itself as a dominant cultural value? These are some of the questions we will be asking as we study the major statements on the sublime, from Longinus to Kant, from Hegel to Baudrillard.

Course Materials.  All required readings are available through Google Drive at:
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1J8OKJVkiweAyOpyh7OsSryKVO5ZW_l5N?usp=drive_link   

Grading.  Midterm 30%; Response Papers 20%; Final 40%; Participation 10%.   
 
Office Hours.  You are welcome to come and see me during my designated office hours (TBA).  For all other times, please make an appointment.
 
Reading Schedule (Note: we will be read only selected passages from most texts)

Week 1 (10-13 Feb)
The Theophanic/Theological Sublime I  
Homer, Iliad 1; Mnesiepes Inscription (from the Archilocheion of Paros); Euripides, The Bacchae (excerpts)

Week 2 (17-20 Feb)
The Theophanic/Theological Sublime II  
Genesis 1-2, 22, Psalm 139, 1 Corinthians; Auerbach, “Odysseus' Scar”; Hegel, “Symbolism of the Sublime”; Augustine, Confessions 11

Album: The Musical Sublime I
Tallis, Spem in Alium; C. P. E. Bach, Heilig ist Gott

Week 3 (24-27 Feb)
The Rhetorical Sublime
Longinus, On the Sublime

Week 4 (3-6 March)
The Erotic Sublime
Homer, Iliad 3; Sappho, Fr. 16, Fr. 31; Euripides, Trojan Women (lines 914-1046); Ovid, Metamorphoses 3 (Actaeon, Semele, Narcissus, Pentheus, Dionysus); Virgil, Aeneid 6.450-76; Barthes, A Lover's Discourse: Fragments (excerpts)

Album: The Sculptural Sublime I
Venus de Milo

Week 5 (10-13 March) 
The Political Sublime
Addison, Spectator No. 412, No. 416; Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (NA 539-51); Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (excerpts); Hopkins, “Pied Beauty”

Album: The Sculptural Sublime II
Laocoon and His Sons  

Week 6 (17 March)   
The Transcendental Sublime I
Kant, Critique of Judgment (excerpts)

Week 7 (24-27 March)
The Transcendental Sublime II
Kant, Critique of Judgment (excerpts)

Week 8 (31 March - 3 April)
The Romantic Sublime I
Schiller, “On the Sublime”; Hegel, Aesthetics (Lectures on Fine Art) (excerpts); Coleridge, excerpts from Biographia Literaria, The Statesman’s Manual, and Essays on the Principles of Genial Criticism

Album: The Visual Sublime I
Da Vinci, Mona Lisa; Turner, Snow Storm: Steamboat off a Harbour's Mouth; De Loutherbourg, An Avalanche in the Alps; Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog

Week 9 (7-10 April)
The Romantic Sublime II
Shelley, "Mont Blanc"; Wordsworth, The Prelude (excerpts); Gumpert, “The Sublime Monster” 

Album: The Musical Sublime II
Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, “Liebesnacht,” “Liebestod”; Barber, Adagio for Strings

Week 10 (14-17 April)
The Architectural Sublime I
Renan, “Prayer on the Acropolis”; Freud, “A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis”; Keats, “To Haydon, With a Sonnet Written on Seeing the Elgin Marbles,” and “On Seeing the Elgin Marbles,”;  Le Corbusier, Journey to the East (excerpts)
 
Week 11 (28 April): 
The Postmodern Sublime I
Lyotard, "The Sublime and the Avant-Garde"; "Presenting the Unpresentable: The Sublime"; Newman, “The Sublime is Now”; Ngai, “Stuplimity”

Album: The Visual Sublime II
Warhol, 32 Cambell’s Soup Cans, Marilyn Monroe (Marilyn) 
Newman, The Voice; Vir Heroicus Sublimis
Klein, IKB 79
Rauschenberg, White Painting (Three Panel)

Week 12 (5-8 May) 
The Postmodern Sublime II
Lacoue-Labarthe, "Sublime Truth"; Nancy, "The Sublime Offering"

Album: The Musical Sublime III
Cage, 4’ 33”

Week 13 (12-15 May)
The Architectural Sublime II: The Sublime Event
Baudrillard, Requiem for the Twin Towers; Gumpert, The Accident Waiting to Happen (”Catastrophe as Sublimity: The Spectacle of the Sign”)

 
