T

University of Guilan

Interdisciplinary Researches of Art

The Sublime in Anish Kapoor's Mirror Installations: Infinite

Razieh Mokhtari Dehkordi*!

Reflection and Audience Interaction

L Assistant Professor, Department of Visual Communication, Faculty of Arts and Humanities, Shahrekord University, Shahrekord,

Iran

* Corresponding Author, razieh.mokhtari@sku.ac.ir

ARTICLEINFO

ABSTRACT

IRA, 2025
VOL. 3, Issue 2, PP, 69-94

Receive Date: 08 June 2025

Revise Date: 20 July 2025
Accept Date: 21 July 2025

Publish Date: 22 November

2025

Original Article

KEYWORDS:

Sublime; Mirror Installation;

Anish Kapoor; Audience
Interaction; Contemporary
Art; Infinite Reflection

Simple Abstract: The concept of the sublime, rooted in the philosophical reflections of Edmund Burke
and Immanuel Kant, denotes a meta-cognitive experience that evokes awe and reverence through
encounters with grandeur that surpasses everyday comprehension. In contemporary art, innovative
materials like mirrors have redefined this concept. Anish Kapoor’s mirror installations, with their infinite
reflections and subtle temporal delays, create tangible experiences of boundlessness and existential depth.
However, prior studies have largely focused on theoretical or survey-based analyses, overlooking direct
observation of audience interaction with these mirror spaces. This study aims to: 1) elucidate how Kapoor’s
mirror installations redefine traditional notions of the sublime through boundless reflections, and 2) identify
indicators of enriched sublime experiences based on observed audience behaviors. Employing a
qualitative, descriptive-analytical approach, data were gathered from visual documentation (photographs
and videos from exhibitions at venues such as the Guggenheim Museum and Millennium Park, Chicago),
as well as critical texts. Data were analyzed via qualitative content analysis (open and axial coding).
Findings reveal that these installations reconstruct the sublime as an existential experience by blurring the
boundaries between reality and illusion, while active audience engagement—through reflective behaviors
and curiosity—deepens this experience. This study bridges a research gap in analyzing audience
interaction, highlighting the role of novel materials in contemporary aesthetics and inspiring
interdisciplinary explorations in art and philosophy.

Theoretical Background: The sublime, a cornerstone of aesthetic philosophy, originates in the works of
Longinus, Burke, and Kant, evolving into a central theme in contemporary art discourse. Kant (1764/2003)
distinguishes between the mathematical sublime, tied to incomprehensible scale, and the dynamical
sublime, arising from encounters with nature’s overwhelming power. Both evoke a sense of human
limitation juxtaposed with rational transcendence (Kant, 1764/2003, p. 156). Postmodern thinkers like
Lyotard and Adorno reframe the sublime as an encounter with the ineffable, linked to epistemological
crises and subjectivity (Shinkle, 2013). In contemporary art, the sublime transcends philosophical
abstraction, becoming a lived experience. Bamnett Newman’s (1948) essay “The Sublime is Now” posits
artists as bearers of this experience, using minimalist forms to evoke transcendent presence (Newman,
1994, p. 137). Similarly, Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty and Richard Serra’s Matter of Time create visceral,
spatial encounters with scale and power, redefining the sublime through physical immersion (Serra, 2001).
Kapoor’s mirror installations extend this trajectory, using reflective surfaces to dissolve boundaries
between self, other, and environment, aligning with Baudrillard’s notion of mirrors as tools for exploring
simulated realities (Baudrillard, 1994). Unlike prior studies, which often adopt theoretical or sociological
lenses (e.g., Pakzad, 2018; Zepke, 2011), this research uniquely focuses on direct audience interaction,
offering a novel perspective on the sublime’s experiential dimensions in Kapoor’s work.
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Objectives and Research Questions: This study pursues two primary objectives: first, to delineate the
mechanisms by which Kapoor’s mirror installations redefine traditional concepts of the sublime through
infinite reflections; second, to analyze observational evidence of audience interaction to identify factors
enhancing the sublime experience. The research questions are:

How do Kapoor’s mirror installations, through boundless reflections, redefine traditional concepts of the
sublime?

Based on observed audience behaviors and reactions, what indicators confirm the deepening and
enrichment of the sublime experience?

These questions address Kapoor’s innovative use of mirrors and the active role of audiences in meaning-
making, contributing to contemporary aesthetics and interdisciplinary art-philosophy studies.

Data Collection: The research adopts a qualitative, foundational approach with a descriptive-analytical
framework. Data were sourced from: 1) visual documentation, including photographs and videos from
official exhibition records at prominent venues such as the Guggenheim Museum, Tate Modern, and
Millennium Park, Chicago, focusing on ten purposively selected mirror installations by Kapoor for their
high reflectivity and interactive potential; and 2) critical texts, articles, and reports from reputable
databases. Data collection tools included a structured observation checklist to record visual and conceptual
attributes of the works and a note-taking form to extract insights from written sources. The purposive
sampling of ten works ensured representation of diverse forms and meanings, capturing the essence of
Kapoor’s mirror-based oeuvre.

Analysis and Discussion: Data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis, employing open and
axial coding to extract themes related to the sublime, boundlessness, and audience interaction. The analysis
reveals that Kapoor’s mirror installations, such as Cloud Gate and Sky Mirror, redefine the sublime by
creating infinite reflections that blur spatial and temporal boundaries, evoking Kant’s mathematical
sublime through perceived boundlessness and the dynamical sublime through awe-inspiring ambiguity
(Kant, 1764/2003). For instance, Cloud Gate’s curved, reflective surface merges the viewer’s image with
the sky and urban environment, fostering a surreal experience of infinite space (Hughes, 2010).
Observational data highlight audience behaviors—such as prolonged pauses, exploratory movements, and
verbal exchanges about shifting reflections—as indicators of a deepened sublime experience. These
interactions, marked by curiosity and awe, transform viewers into active participants, aligning with
Bishop’s (2005) concept of the audience as a co-creator of meaning. The installations’ reflective surfaces
serve not only as visual tools but also as existential mediators, prompting introspection about identity and
humanity’s place in the cosmos, resonating with Lacan’s (1977) theories of self-recognition. This dual
engagement—individual and collective—enriches the sublime, making Kapoor’s work a pivotal
contribution to contemporary aesthetics. The study fills a gap in prior research by directly analyzing
audience interaction, offering insights into how material innovation shapes aesthetic experiences.
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17. Anish Kapoor

18. Turner Prize

19. Royal Academy of Arts

20. Cloud Gate
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22. Descension
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