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James Bond and the Sublime 

 From its very first scene back in 1962, on through more than 50 years and 23 (official) 

movies, James Bond is perhaps the largest cultural icon to emerge in cinema. Whether its cars, 

women, drinking, or pure adrenaline fueled action, nobody does it better than James Bond. It 

should come as no surprise that in terms of aesthetics 007, once again, out classes the 

competition. Specifically, the movies invoke a feeling of sublimity in order to provoke moral 

action. Just as the face of 007 has changed over the years, the sublime itself has worn many 

faces, each playing upon the viewer to provoke different actions at different points in history. 

The ‘faces’ of the sublime can be roughly defined as: The Sublimity of ‘Cool’, the Natural 

Sublime, and the Technological sublime.  

 In order to discuss the use of the Sublime (and any consequent moral action) in the James 

Bond films, it is important to first understand what the Sublime is. Though it has been written 

about and studied by many scholars, perhaps the Sublime’s most useful interpretations come 

from a philosopher named Edmond Burke. For Burke, the sublime is: “Whatever is fitted in any 

sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is 

conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the 



sublime…” (Burke, Of the Sublime1). But Burke does not stop his contemplation of the Sublime 

with a simple synonym. For Burke, to have a feeling of Sublimity, the object being perceived 

must be massive, dangerous, and completely overwhelming in such a way that the mind cannot 

fully perceive its existence.  

For many philosophers, distance, specifically a ‘safe’ distance is a requirement of 

experiencing any pleasure in perceiving the sublime object (perhaps the distance between the 

audience and the movie screen is enough). Contrary to this opinion, Burke believes that the 

closer one is to actual danger, the more profound the pleasure is to the body perceiving the 

sublime object (perhaps the large size of theater screens gives the illusion of being closer to 

danger).  

The affect of this proximity to danger on a massive scale is twofold. First, it allows the 

viewer to realize their own insignificance within the universe. Second, it moves the viewer to 

action. Venessa L. Ryan expounds upon the second affect using some of Burke’s own words:  

In order that the mind keep its parts “in proper order, they must be shaken and 

worked to a proper degree” (123)  Whereas beauty leads to dissipation, the sublime 

causes an increased “tension” of the nerves and ultimately leads to activity, rather 

than indolence. (pg. 275)2 

                                                           
1 Of the Sublime is but one section of a larger work entitled A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of our ideas of 
the Sublime and the Beautiful. 
2 Venessa L Ryan, The Physiological Sublime: Burke’s Critique of Reason, Journal of the History of Ideas  
Volume 62, Number 2, April 2001 pp. 265-279 



Many have philosophers have discussed a ‘swelling of the mind’, or exultation when 

experiencing the Sublime. It would seem that for Burke this affect is felt by being ‘shaken’ (but 

not stirred) intellectually much in the same way physical labor expands one’s muscles.  

 With Burke’s notion of the Sublime, and the inspiration it gives viewers to act rather than 

idle, the true nature of Sublimity in the 007 franchise begins to appear. During the early years of 

James Bond, the affectation of the Sublime was simple. James Bond himself (Sean Connery) was 

the Sublime object and his charisma, fierceness, and ‘Cool’ were boundless. In the opening 

sequence of every film, the audience is shot dead in a manner that is cold, efficient, but 

somewhat personal because of the limited view offered by what is both the barrel of a gun 

(opposing 007) and also eyesight (when the red pours across it). From that moment on, the 

audience is powerless against the force that is James Bond. This is not unlike the villains he 

faces, or the women he seduces. And of course, there is undoubtedly danger about James Bond.  

 In fact, some of Burke’s own words might be useful when thinking about Bond as a 

sublime object:  

Look at a man, or any other animal of prodigious strength, and what is your idea 

before reflection? Is it that this strength will be subservient to you, to your ease, to 

your pleasure, to your interest in any sense? No; the emotion you feel is, lest this 

enormous strength should be employed to the purposes of rapine and destruction.3   

In that very first scene of every film, the viewer is confronted by a man of “prodigious strength” 

(Bond) and must decide if that man is subservient? If he is there to put the viewer at ease, or to 

give the viewer pleasure? Of course the viewer’s fear is realized with that first sound of a 

                                                           
3 Another Passage from Burke’s Philosophical Inquiry… 



gunshot. Bond is there to destroy. Perhaps the only thing that allows the viewer to enjoy that 

scene is the distance provided by fiction. The viewer is not actually in the world of 007, and can 

therefore view from a safe distance.  

 So what moral action do these early films encourage? Become James Bond. Buy his 

topcoat, or his cough links. Women could buy the 007 branded lingerie.4 Perhaps some really 

enthusiastic fans bought an Aston Martin. There were plenty of brand names easily identifiable 

by audiences all over the world. James Bond is an overwhelming and dangerous force. Well now 

audiences could become that force themselves (although not ever quite as good). And for the first 

several films (really up until Roger Moore), this was enough. Audiences drew pleasure from the 

sublime experience of Bond in the film (at a safe distance) and then could raise themselves up to 

his level by purchasing his branded goods.  

 However, people’s attitudes shift with age, and as such, so did the use of the Sublime in 

007 films. As mentioned before, the second category of the Sublime was the Natural Sublime 

and it seems to be most relevant in the films starring Roger Moore. The Natural Sublime is really 

more of a change in the aspect of the Sublime object, in this case something within nature. Film 

critic Mathew Shields gives some useful examples while discussing the film Melencholia. He 

quotes Immanuel Kant5:  

Threatening rocks, thunderclouds piling up in the sky and moving about 

accompanied by lightning and thunderclaps, volcanoes with all their destructive 

                                                           
4 Alexis Albion, Wanting to Be James Bond, Ian Fleming and James Bond 2005 pp.202-220 
5 Though taken from the Mathew Shields essay on Melencholia it appears the original source may have been 
Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment. 



power, hurricanes with all the devastation they leave behind, the boundless ocean 

heaved up, the high waterfall of a mighty river, and so on . . .  

Exotic locations are not strange to James Bond (though they might be to his viewers). However 

in the films starring Roger Moore, location, and specifically locations in the natural world, begin 

to achieve a sublime effect upon the audience. For instance, the opening of the The Spy Who 

Loved Me the audience watches its beloved hero ski off the side of an impossibly high mountain. 

Bond is but a tiny spec on the camera (the rest of the shot being filled with mountainside) until 

finally his parachute opens and he glides to safety at the beginning of the credit sequence. In On 

Her Majesty’s Secret Service, Bond and his love interest are actually swallowed up by an 

avalanche. She is pulled away by villains, and Bond eventually climbs out of the pile-up, but it 

very easily could have been the end for him.  

Finally, Moonraker takes Bond into Space where the audience is twice confronted with 

the sublimity of an infinite vacuum (which would surely kill someone given enough time). First, 

in the battle to take the Moonraker, both good and bad guys are deployed to fight in the vacuum. 

The view is set wide and quite far away from the action depicting the soldiers as tiny specs 

moving closer towards each other. What the shot really excels in depicting is not the actual 

battle, but the immensity of space, and just how little control anyone has to operate within it. 

Second, Hugo Drax is killed by ejection into the vacuum. While 007 actually pulls the trigger, it 

is the sublime destruction of the vacuum that ultimately kills Drax. 

In this set of films, the moral action caused by the Sublime is more complex than buying 

a coat, or an Aston Martin. Indeed what can one buy that makes them similar to a mountain 

range or the cold vacuum of space? Truly there is nothing. And so it seems that the use of the 



Natural Sublime reflects back to the mythos of colonialism. Nature still has meaning and man is 

still not the master of its domain. Not yet at least. 

Finally, as Bond approaches the new millennium and indeed passes into it, the Sublime 

moves into the realm of technology. Two Bonds, Pierce Brosnan and Daniel Craig, must deal 

with technology on a massive scale. Brosnan faces off with his largest technological opponent in 

Die Another Day. He faces a satellite that focuses the rays of the sun into a white hot laser 

capable of destroying entire countries. The destruction of this machine (and its actual size) are 

truly incredible.  

Craig’s largest technological enemy is somewhat harder to pin down. It is massive in 

scale and virtually unstoppable. Indeed Bond’s enemy in Skyfall is essentially the internet. Bond 

is vexed by this global network at both ends. His enemy uses it to track Bond while cloaking 

their own movements. And if that were not enough, Bond has to continually prove his worth to 

his own team who are just chomping at the bit to replace him with some bit of gadgetry or piece 

of code. The viewer can really feel just how powerful the internet is as it is used to free villains, 

restrict Bond’s movements and generally deceive everyone. Bonds only recourse is to drive out 

into the middle of nowhere and lure his opponent away from all the technology and networks.  

The films starring Brosnan and Craig are even more difficult to derive a moral action out 

of the Sublimity felt when viewing. It might seem easy to simply write them off as anti-

technology but it seems more satisfying to take the opposite opinion. After all, in each case Bond 

overcomes the technology. 

In all, James Bond, for over 50 years, has used the Sublime in various ways to encourage 

viewers to take action with moralistic intent. Whether it be the overwhelming destructive force 



of Bond himself inspiring viewers to imitate his behavior through the purchase of branded 

merchandise, the sublimity of natural landscapes encouraging viewers to push forward and 

master new territory, or the terrifying reaches of the internet inspiring viewers to out-think 

technology, Bond will continue to inspire with new spectacles that are truly sublime.        


