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INTERROGATING THE SUBLIME: RECONSTRUCTIONS

Anna Achtelik

The “sublime” was a term used by American critics to describe the vastness
and emotion of landacape paintings in the beginning of the 19th century.
Thease artists like Asher Brown Durant, Albert Bieratadt and William Hardt
from the USA and Caapar David Friedrich in Europe focused on the mas-
tery of humanas over the landacape and at the same time the insignificance
of humans embodied in nature. Here they explored a romantic reconstruc-
tion of nature and simultaneously, because of the Industrial Revolution,
a disorder or turbulence that underlay their investigations. The “sublime”
embodied nature is conceived as having a great, overwhelming and moastly
dangerous capacity to simultaneously evoke awe and fear. Nature within
these paintings was seen as the untouched natural utopia, which has the

capacity to overwhelm the individual through its unpredictability.

The pastoral and sublime grew out of the Dutch
and Italianate landscape tradition of the 17th cen-
tury. While the pastoral created a safe and escapist
view of the progress that surrounded the time, the
sublime broke with this safely constructed uto-
pian view, of calm nature without human influ-
ence. Due to the industrial revolution, landscape
painting inhabited these two distinct spheres,
which mirrored human thought about nature and
their resultant place within it. The pastoral, with
rolling lush landscapes showed us a tame version
of the natural, a nostalgic and symbiotic view of

our environment. Its definition aligned with a
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very romantic, utopian and peaceful harmony. The
other sphere was the untamed, uncontrolled nat-
ural space, or the wild, symbolizing a loss of control
from human interference. The sublime landscape
became in a sense a new form of the memento mori
or vanitas, where there is a sense of our own frail

and entropic eventuality (1).

Today, utopian awe and unpredictable fear, are still
two sides of the “sublime” natural world, which art-
ists are still exploring today. This includes the nav-
igation of our abilities to control and restructure

chaos, through technology and social constructs,



as well as how nature, ecology, and technology are
positioned within societies to create new orders
or chaos. While turbulence and reconstruction
are not limited to positive or negative aspects,
the affects of new technologies on artistic produc-
tion are still interesting for artists to explore. The
artists in this gallery were chosen because they
believe in confronting the reality of our current
issues or satirizing this “sublime” escape, to create
a complex causality and confront the affects of our
technologies seriously.

For example, a causality that Tamiko Thiel
and the artist group T+T investigated was based

on the history of the Berlin Wall. As is well known,
the Berlin Wall stands for a man-made division
from turbulent times. As a virtual enactment and
tribute to this disorder, T+T (media artist Tamiko
Thiel and architect/media artist Teresa Reuter)
created Virtuelle Mauer/ReConatructing the Wall.
This work is an interactive 3D virtual reality instal-
lation “on” the Berlin Wall and the surrounding
street and landscape directly next to the section.
The location primarily centred on Heinrich-Heine-
Strasse to Engelbecken. All three share a common
interest in artistic interventions in the public
domain by comparing the virtual with the real -
and in creating spaces of memory to explore cul-
tural, social and political issues (see Figures 1-3).

The resultant work is a pioneering, virtual bodily
experience to augment a set of dramatic and poetic
capabilities of interactive reality as an experien-
tial and participatory Gesamtkunatwerk. Based on
Reuter’s architecture and urban planning studies
in Berlin, where she examined the effect of the

Berlin Wall - and later its disappearance - on the

fabric of the city, the work explores themes of cog-

nitive mapping, appropriation and identity.

When 1 personally explored the work in Thiel’s
studio, it was on a regular computer screen, in
Munich. I was struck by how real the experi-
ence became in the instant that Thiel asked me
to approach the boundary line in the East. The
format I explored was not the original full dark
room installation, where even the height of the
projection was taken into consideration to give
the effect of walking into the space of the Berlin
Wall. Even on a computer screen in full daylight,
I became aware of apprehension, and surprisingly
even panic while “walking” up to the guards. I am
aware that my own background and growing up
in Warsaw, Poland, does contribute to this. Thiel
explained that it was not uncommon for people
with no ties to this history, to react with a sense of
self-preservation, aligning their identity to a new
experience; learning through an experience which
promotes “false memory construction”, the hidden
and unwritten rules of survival on both sides of the
Wall. In addition to the creation of a fully interac-
tive space, the artists (with T+T group member Sabe
Wunsch), also created 2D digital paintings so as to
distort the landscape, compress time and space or
to draw single images from complex histories. “We
created these images partially because 2D allows
the artist to collapse time and space into a single,
pregnant image in a way that the interactive expe-
rience of the Virtualle Mauer itself only unfolds
over time.” Thiel (June 2015). This work uses the
seduction of virtual reality to explore the interac-
tive memory space of communication, time travel
and dialogical city walks with residents, children
and contemporary witnesses in Berlin.
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Fig. 1: Virtuelle Mauer/ReConatructing the Wall by Tamiko Thiel, Teresa Reuter & Sabe Wunsch, Berlin, 2008.

In doing so it investigates a novel mix of nostalgia
“the sublime” and “pregnant” reconstructions of
the negative affects of restrictive urban division.
The sublime in this case is not the overpowering
and uncontrollable effects of nature by the indi-
vidual, but a human construction that grew wildly
and ended evoking both awe and fear.

In another project called Dancing with Dronea
a project by Josephine Starrs & Leon

Cmielewski. these urban divisions are
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becoming more porous with the invention of new
technologies like Drones. With drone survelliance,
the main question is: who is controlling the gaze
and who becomes the subject? In Dancing with
Drones. Starrs & Cmielewski integrate drones,
cinema. theatre and live choreographed dance
performance. In their documentation on Vimeo,
https:/vimeo.com/115416708, a theatrical version
of the performance, the choreographer and dancer
Alison Plevey exhibits a range of ditferent emo-

tions, including curiosity. agitation. engagement



Fig. 3: Tunnelflucht Sebastianatrasse, Wunsch and Reuter, Berlin 2008.
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