Avello Publishing Journal Vol. 1, No. 1. 2011

The Transcendent Fall of the Sublime, Narcotics and the Entrance into Multiplicity

George Elerick

                            Exeter University, Devon. 

Hollywood is a place where they'll pay you a thousand dollars for a kiss and fifty cents for your soul.  (Marilyn Monroe) 

 Cinema has the time-image as its Idea. At its most powerful cinema presents not this or that movement but the power of difference from which we discern movement. Cinema is not representation; it is an event of intuition which goes beyond the actually given to the Idea of the image. Cinema sees, not a world of things, not even a distinct world, but the movement of imaging from which any perceived world is possible. But it only achieves this in the time-image. (Claire Colebrook)

Claire Colebrook describes cinema through Deleuze which imparts to us a more integrated understanding of the sublime that assists in approaching the Badiou and Crockett lexicon of the sublime. In everyday life we synthesize moments into a whole, however, Cinema reverses this stage but taking the whole and re-interpreting it through the time-age. Our natural tendency would be to assume that the decentralized moments (whether cinematic or real) are somehow negated by their separateness or holding to some lower hierarchical value because of their inherent displacement in relationship to the whole. However, Badiou responds to such a thought through the apparatus of set theory and returns us to an earlier notion beyond dualism, which is that the separate is still part of the whole. In fact, his radical claim is that the separate is not different from the whole.  To unpack this a bit more we have to approach Badiou with his own explanations, such as his description that 'every multiple is a multiple of a multiple'. In this light, the perversion of the cinema as that which projects a ‘whole’ sublime is essentially untrue. I think that it can only present itself as that which is fragmented through and through. When subjects view the image on the screen and apply this presentation of the whole back into themselves, in a sense, what they are doing is nothing more than subsuming their own ontology of idealistic outcomes back into a multiple of multiples. This multiplicity is only implicit in a natural state of its pre-eminence, meaning that before the subject seeks the whole (as if to claim it was once whole prior to a ‘now’) it was already a multiple and forgot itself in this state. In a sense, the ontology multiple is an infinity of itself.  This is where we begin speaking of the unnameable and the perversion of the silver screen because it attempts to name that which is sublime, that which is transcendent and that which is unobtainable through language. It attempts to name the sublime by being the sublime stand-in. It promises something it does not contain. By relying upon the projection of itself through the screen, it proliferates itself as a pseudo-gift and yet subconsciously negates the very essence and potentiality of the subject, it, by being, through causality and contingency creates enemies in the form of capitalistic zombies. Capitalistic in the sense of consumption but also production; through the very act of consuming the ontology of the subject and also by producing the false image of a multiplied subject in and through projection. 

           Is this also not what an orgy is? The multiplication of a potentially sublime sex-act? And in the act itself, is the very negation of the intimate moment, for it is no longer sex, rather a potentially false experience of a transcendent sublime? The notion embedded within this act, is that which promises close intimacy but because a multiplicity of actors share the stage (the room), there is merely a projection of intimacy across the group act because one person cannot perform sex to the whole group simultaneously. This is the problem within the economy of cinematic projection, it is not that it simply cannot give us reality, quite the opposite, by being hyperreal, it gives us too much reality and in essence negates any possibility of reality every arriving. 

It is the illumination of the Real that often causes one the most anxiety. This is because one often desires pleasure and the Real is often ugly and not compatible with this desire. Baudrillard's hyper-reality thus becomes desirable because it conceals and obscures the ugliness of the Real with a superficial gloss. (Wakefield 2010: 6) 

This is also the perversion of sex, drugs and poetry – although the closest this perversion gets to a purely sublime act, is through hyper-reality and not in its ugly attempt to touch the divine. This is why Hollywood’s hyper-reality is the most perverse of all. Hollywood itself imposes the sublime on its progeny by implicating itself as the teleological object that all seek. It promises nothing more than pleasure with pain. According to Žižek, 'Cinema is the great pervert art'. How so? Because it covers up the absence so prevalent within the lives of those so tragically wrapped up in this monstrous nature, to the point that the monsters are those who submit to its gaze. The sublime is not what they seek, for it is that which is absent from their life – happiness beyond comprehension. Lets' not be naive when we speak of happiness and think of some vulgar notion of the American Dream, for this negates an intrinsic reality that confesses to our fragmented selves. Happiness, in that they
 need an object outside of themselves to help deal with the reality that they are all depressed and without hope. For them, the sublime is a narcotic. The real drunks and heroin(e) addicts are not the one's who shoot up on a late Friday night, but rather are the one's who are out feeding the partial-object within. The real dirty prostitutes are the people who drown themselves in the semiotics of their own demise. Is this not what recently occurred with the famed singer song-writer Amy Winehouse? Or with the lead singer of the Grunge Rock band Nirvana in the 90's? Are these people who have sought the sublime but only found the banal dark-side of their own existence? Perhaps they encountered themselves without the image. Perhaps they encountered themselves in the pre-evil form of a Baudrillardian-esque evil. 

      For Baudrillard, the image is that which projects itself as real, reality is that which is no longer sustained by itself but is surgically held together through the dismissal of it.  In this light, the sublime must be redefined. It must be re-entered into the lexicon not as something akin to the beautiful, but as something that presents itself to be in proximity to the beautiful
 but is merely a projection of that which is in proximity to the beautiful, The sublimely beautiful is that which cannot be seen, felt, touched or heard. For all intense purposes, the true core of the  sublime is the sacred (in Baudrillardian terms). I think this is too easy of a conclusion to come to; for the sacred is that which promises what is not present, it disrupts reality and denies itself the promise of being iterated into existence. But it is also not transcendent, it is embedded within the trajectory of 'life' itself...we can no longer arrive at the conclusion that anything transcendent exists. 

             Sex is the violent obscene gesture of the entire consumption of the subject; it is the engulfing of the other into our own cosmology which includes the voices, stories and fears of the person in the act. Sex is the entrance into the unspeakable. Is not this what occurs when the penis enters the vagina, where an experience of the Real (Lacan) erupts out of the act of consummation? Plurality becomes unified, paradoxically however it remains two, not yet one, despite the universal becoming the singular in one act. The promise of new life is meant to inspire the continuation of the sexual act. Hollywood perverts this notion into an pseudo - act of the sublime, into a transcendental aim whereby sex is nothing more than graphic sex. Sex becomes nothing more than cartoon sex, so unreal, so scripted that the act itself is utterly negated through cartoon-like efforts. Is not the attraction of pornography its childish qualities? In that, it is something that tends to occur in hiding, away from the rest of reality. In the darkest corners, in the mind. Hollywood’s approach to sex is the promise of sex without sex, it is violently pornographic. It manipulates the sublime in such a way that the audience becomes addicted not to the sublime act itself but to the intoxicating drug of repetition. 

         Perhaps in the psychoanalytical repression of the sublime we find the aim of sex, which is to reconnect with the mother in its primal loss. Sex is meant to be an act of unity, an attempt to return to the fractured relationship, to dismiss the power of the objet petit a (the impossibility of never-ending) of desire. To restore one’s self to a pre-libidinal stage. Simply stated, Hollywood is driven by a contradictory credo that is spoken of within the back of the subject’s mind: “sex, more sex and sex again!” but without ever experiencing the truth of sex in the act itself. 

       Hegel approaches the Sublime as that which is a marker of cultural difference. He also uses this as a way in which to critique the art of the orient by claiming that the architectural excesses and embellishments one might see on a building is nothing but a sublated response to their autocratic mannerisms and their fear of divine law. Therefore their embellishments were a sign that they only knew how to speak in the language of the sublime. Is this not the vulgar excess of cinematic sex? The excess of entering one's bedroom coupled with the voyeuristic taking part in someone else's fantasy as if watching from a nearby closet? Is not this the perversity of such a re-enactment the very negation of the act itself, in other words, is not the excess (which is the promise of the sublime) the death of the sublime itself, in that when one views sex on screen it is a projection of sex and not sex itself and also never promises real climax but a fantasy of a climax, so then the screen becomes the very excess of reality and nothing more than an obscene gesture of evil. What this then does is impose an transgression upon the subject to then repeat the experience that he 'participated' in by watching and so he then seeks to find ways either through fantasy, rape, masturbation or role-playing to re-live his experience over and over again. The subject then is no longer driven by this desire from what is presented on screen but from a sublation of the sex itself by adhering to a fantasy of something that was never real.  This also is what occurs in the actions of pedophiles, serial killers, rapists, and addicts who seek to replay the unreal in the real. Sometimes this Hollywood dissonance or psychotic break is what eventually takes them over the edge and potentially marginalizes some of them from society. 

         The sublime can be better understood under the auspices as a semiotic. For if we understand the sublime as author Victor Hugo explains it, I think this will assist us in determining the crucial defining factor of that which is deeply perverse about the nature of so-called Hollywood. Hugo defines the sublime as the beauty found in the grotesque. If we take this as a working definition and approach reality as that which has been eradicated by the perversity of Hollywood – then the sublime is not found in fame or the trappings of Hollywood, but in the illusion of the Void that has been obscenely hidden in the violent take-over of fame addicts. In this light, the Real is forgotten but is the true sublime. Many Hollywood marriages fail due to the fact that couples have believed their own lie (the lie of an idealistic ‘happy ever after’ as promised in most movies) and since the rest of society takes their cues blindly from these plastic people, they collectively create a grotesqueness which takes the place of reality in all its vulgar pomp and splendor. Hence, the true grotesqueness is not the belief in such a dream but rather the mirage of its perpetuated infinity.  But let us return to the initial implications of Hollywood as a visual parable for society. We must realize that ‘reality does not exist’ (in the Baudrillardian sense), as in the sign has surpassed itself into a great Void. And now the Void has taken the place of the place itself. So in this case, Hollywood now represents reality to the point that Hollywood is now the very Void where reality used to be. Is this not the confession of such shows as seen on reality television, where it promises a fast-track to stardom, fame and therefore creates a stream-lined factory of fame-crazed lemmings? But the inversion has already occurred, in that reality itself can only be validated by non-reality.  This is very much like the prostitute who becomes a Void by propagating herself to the metaphysical notion of a sublime ‘better life’; she follows the illusions of such a dream (which is itself another Void) into a darkness that has been thrust upon him / her.  He / she has had a choice to participate in this way (unless we are speaking of someone being sold into sexual slavery; or someone in other uncontrollable circumstances). This is the same with the perversion of fame, for it is a sexual act, let’s not be implicitly naïve here, to lose your soul to the “Hollywood Machine” (as cultural theorist Slavoj Žižek calls it) is to become just that, a machine without a heart.  You lose the being-in-itself and become nothing more than a holographic image of someone else for you have given yourself over to the potentiality of nothingness. 

            What if Kant, Hegel and Schopenhauer
 in their efforts to discover some transcendent metaphysical approach to the idea of the sublime ultimately failed in their understanding of a materialist approach to the sublime itself and thereby created a symbolic sublime that could only adhere to a Lacanian-esque symbolic order? In an attempt to surpass the symbolic order, their approaches succumbed to it. But, maybe the way of escape lies within the symbolic order and erupting out of it. Let’s visit a scene in the Matrix film (in the last installment), one where Neo (Keanu Reeves) is fighting Agent Smith. Quite simply, Neo presents a sort of Christological parallel, a Saviour for mankind, and Agent Smith presents the dark side of the narrative, Satan. In their final encounter what ensues is a battle where we perhaps are made to think it is lost by Neo, who gives up the fight by allowing Agent Smith to consume him. When we are left with nothing other than the finality of the life of Neo, we are met with a resurrection whereby Neo implodes within Agent Smith and is reborn. But this all occurs within the Matrix itself, not in some parallel universe or some place beyond the current reality. In a very simple sense, this encounter is a materialist one. The experience of the sublime here is not of transcendent inexplication, but one that emerges out of the current landscape.  The apparent deficit within the current ideological constellation of the sublime is constrained by an initial Judeo-Christian paradigm which is predicated upon the notion that reality is metaphysical. However this notion is itself inherently denied in a re-reading of the incarnation, which can be simply defined as a God who represents an objective reality implicated by traces of metaphysical concepts. This God denies this claim by descending down into human reality. In this moment, God becomes a materialist who is affected by his own notion of the sublime. For God, humanity is the sublime object, but the object within the subject. Is this not also what Jesus represents? God is no longer the transcendent sublime object,
 but in the incarnation is now the promise of the transcendent within the subject of Jesus. Therefore we can no longer rely on a sublime that is metaphysical but rather must re-order reality as that which is located in the present here and now.

            I think it would only be responsible to follow up a redirection of the defining factors of the sublime with a new definition that I think assists us in better apprehending how reality suspends itself within the sublime and how perverse the sublime could be. I think Lacan can help us here. Lacan uses an idea useful to this article called  jouissance.  In a naïve manner, we can easily define it to be something that encompasses both trauma and joy, very much like the nature of the sublime. However, it radically contrasts itself to the sublime in that as it is currently defined (as a sort of joy factor). This marginalizes all other possible definitions, so I hesitate to move forward in definitions. 

                  I also think we must  be responsible in our understanding of the sublime, if we are to arrive at a better comprehension of the concept of sublime especially in relationship to the above transformations. If an objective reality does not exist, then we can no longer approach the notion of the Kantian sublime as some object, but rather as subject, or something that erupts out of the experience of the subject. This is where we turn to Lacan who promises a much more robust alternative, he refers to it as jouissance. A word that in French does not have a direct English equivalent; the closest word is ‘orgasm’. This word employs the sexual metaphor in its fullest understanding. It is intimated by its approach to the experience of trauma combined with joy. This is why the notion of orgasm is so important to this discussion in terms of a future understanding of the sublime and how we can responsibly approach it. An orgasm is that which is released by the subject and is meant to end in life of some sort. It is the biological after-effect that is the promise of this orgasm. It still encompasses the general attributes of ‘awe’ as explained both by Schopenhauer and Hugo in their work. But the awe is one of the moment, not one of the perfect end, or some kind of permanent state of bliss (i.e., heaven) but is something that can’t stand to be repeated in its singularity. It is the promise of a return to ‘a within’ the subject, something that which gives back to itself and yet is not beyond itself. These slight changes to the nature of the sublime allow us to revisit most of our current philosophical landscapes and to re-appropriate them accordingly.  One apparent idea is how we define the fragmentation of such a subject. Lacan assumed that through the empirical device of the mirror stage one was entranced into a split-self, one being the fragmented and the other being the whole (although the whole is driven by the impossible objet petit a) and is not true of the subject ontologically because it is driven by the excess that is the Other. If there is not the Other in a very general sense, then the Other is that which presently resides within the subject itself and therefore the sublime
 is that which occurs within the ontological universe of this singular experience. What this means is that the ‘orgasm’ of the subject (aka, the sublime) is that which can only be expressed in an through the subject itself and so any experience that might seem to be objective is only to the mind of the subject. The promise of any objective is only that which arises out of the experience of the subject.  In the 1998 movie City of Angels, actor Nicholas Cage plays an angel who literally falls for the protagonist and relinquishes the sublime fabric of heaven and perfection for the promise of a romantic relationship. For Cage’s character the sublime superseded anything that God could offer. His ‘orgasmic’ experience did not happen when he finally got to have sex with Meg Ryan’s character (the protagonist) but rather when he makes the decision to ‘fall’. This moment is pure jouissance – when his face hits the pavement and blood is released out of his mouth. The inmixing of the human loss of the divine as the two collide in a materialist reality, is this not the true nature of the sublime, the orgasm and jouissance? One where the transcendent and metaphysical give up their status and yet remain within reality itself? I think the current simplified, Johnstonian - Zizekian understanding of the sublime disregards the Marxian critique of reality, thereby creating an ideology within an ideology that suspends some sort of bourgeois experience of the sublime that somehow only Hollywood (and the lifestyle it represents / promises) can only deliver as an experience. 

     Our culture has sacrificed itself on the altar of Cinemania
 and has become nothing more than a direct after-product of post-capitalistic production whereby the subject can no longer experience any type of orgasm because once one is experienced the pleasure of jouissance is forgotten by the predicated potential of a new orgasmic experience. Therefore what we currently have is not culture, but a system of adherents who subscribe to some transcendent sublime which subordinates its users into a cyclical lifestyle of self-whoredom and absence of identity because the subject who was initially split is now whole through the illusion of some Hollywood experience.  In this sense, the subject is left to remain nothing more than a partial-object, a zombie that has been led to believe it is alive when it is truly dead. 

              If one experiences jouissance in its singularity, rather than as a rapid over-signification of pluralistic empirical outcomes, then the promise of a break from the elusive drug of cinemania and its cinesexuality can be the very rapture of the subject. For the sublime is that which although now purely subjective in its new orgasmic reincarnation, can also release the subject from the junkie after-effects placed upon it through the wiles of cinematic over-exposure. 

It is the nature of grief to keep its object perpetually in its eye, to present

it in its most pleasurable views, to repeat all the circumstances

that attend it, even to the last minuteness; to go back to every

particular enjoyment, to dwell upon each, and to find a thousand

new perfections in all, that were not sufficiently understood

before; in grief, the pleasure is still uppermost; and the affliction

we suffer has no resemblance to absolute pain, which is always

odious, and which we endeavor to shake off as soon as possible. (Burke On the Sublime and the Beautiful 1756)

The great act of trespass is hinged on the attempt to interact with un-interactable. Some drug users manipulate pleasure and escape in a narcotic attempt to over-compensate for a lack of self-control. They are driven by a lack (or inability) to secure a position of decision. It is this lack that is then filled but nothing is ever filled and is therefore left a gaping infinite wound addicted to the repetition of the act to deliver it from the pleasure-pain principle found so prevalent in most theories of the sublime. 

 What we mustn’t get away from is that we can no longer speak of the sublime (Badiou’s or otherwise) as if it is metaphysically transcendent, for it negates the ability to think for one’s self and to be subject to something outside of themselves when in reality, and this is the radicality of the Christian message, that God is the one who had to become human to experience the divine.  So here we must re-situate the sublime to mean that which initially erupts out of the subject, that which still remains unspeakable and orgasmic in its spiritual nature. Badiou states 'a truth is that which always makes a hole in knowledge'. This is pertaining to one of his more crucial explications of the Truth-Event, that which ruptures reality and the promise of a systematic approach to the acquisition of esoteric (as it belongs to the ‘world’) knowledge. I think its important we revisit this in light of Crockett’s application of Badiou’s redirection of the sublime through his mathematics as ontology. What this then does is allow re-entrance into itself through the back-door. It affords the subject to then re-align its own ontological atmosphere to rely upon the future potential of its  re-encountered self. However, we must not get away from the perversity of the cinema and the lifestyle that ensues. 

It took the modern cinema to re-read the whole of cinema as already made up of aberrant movements and false continuity shots. The direct time-image is the phantom which has always haunted the cinema, but it took modern cinema to give a body to this phantom. This image is virtual, in opposition to the actuality of the movement-image (Deleuze 1989: 41). 

In this expose on cinema, what we have is an entrance into a false-orgasmic experience, the promise of the sublime haunted by the sublime. Is this not what cinema is, a false screen that projects itself to be reality, but never actually leads to reality only in those who believe it is reality? To me, this is the axis upon which a vulgar interpretation of the sublime rests upon…this is why the sublime no matter how cleverly constructed cannot be that which is transcendent, for it will continue to marginalize the very ontology of the other, if it remains in its current state. The sublime in this paradigmatic doctrine can only allow the subject to fulfill nothing other than a role, which is the zombie aspect within the false-promise of the orgasmic jouissance which both precedes and postludes the era of the sublime. For the subject is left with itself as a multiple of multiples, as one who actually can never be encountered yet encounters the infinity of self projected on the screen. A quick reminder here, of Baudrillard, that this very screen that projects and promises reality is pure evil and nothing more. So then, the sublime as a transcendent interpreter of reality (under any philosophical guise) must be forgotten and abandoned for a more immanent understanding. For the subject to re-encounter itself, it must reverse its own ontological multiplicity. It begins by resurrecting itself through the multiple of the multiples and re-enters through the virtual by sacrificing itself on the altar of the virtual. 
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�	See Heidegger's Being and Time for a distinction of the they-self.


�	Let us not forget that Kant's Critique of Judgement critiqued Burke for not fully understanding the mental effects that occur in the experience of the beautiful or the sublime.


�	Woman's libido a narcissistic pleasure. From clitoral pleasure to vaginal (2010) could be used to expand this point.


�	See Schopenhauer's The World as Will and Representation (1844). 


�	See the critiques and book reviews of Johnston's Žižek's Ontology A Transcendaental Theory of Subjectivity. 


�	Jacques – Alain Miller defines this Lacanian term concretely.


�	This is a Žižekian reading of Lacan as one finds in Žižek's The Sublime Object of Ideology. 


�	Within this cinemania, there is a cinesexuality (according to MacCormack) that has a desire to want cinema as a lover. See MacCormack Cinesexuality Aldershot: Ashgate. 2008.  
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