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Abstract
My dissertation analyzes the cultural identity of modernity, attempting to find its
definition in Vienna at the turn of the 20® century. The study presents a narrative which
(following in the footsteps of Foucault’s historical archaeology) identifies a range of
cultural artefacts that serve as documents which give us access to a nascent and more
visible state of a cultural lexicon that is still active today. In this sense, the thesis
addresses three key questions: (1) what is the character-type or grammar of ‘our’
modernity, how does it operate and according to which definitions? (2) what type of
social/cultural individuality does it create/enable? And (3) what kind of functionality

does it proclaim as its operative logic?

Investigating these issues, the study arrives at focal point which juxtaposes two
exemplary personalities of the time, Sigmund Freud and Arnold Schoenberg. The
cultural/historical data thus gathered, paints a picture of a modernity which experiences a
type of physical de-materialization, evident in the musical 12-tone system of Arnold
Schoenberg. The subject and his ego are enclosed in the field of aesthetics of
disappearance, thus bringing the social self and its psychology (especially in the psycho-
analytic guise of Freud’s theory) much closer to the structure of sound and its naturally-
occurring plasticity. Such framing of the argument exposes a unique psychology of
distances at work in the operative logic of modernity in practice. I try to understand this
practical logic through Georg Simmel’s concept of the ruin, which constitutes a structure
of mediation between far and near, par excellence. All this leads to a paradigm of culture

and psyche which works on the basis of aesthetic expectations and subjective plasticity,
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respectively — a cultural psychology which liberates forms, as it also fragments and

throws into decay.
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Musical pictography ... as if the different senses had mistaken their outlets...

Heine —

Preface: The Scene and its Setting

Modernity, due in part to the always hesitant moment of its first appearance and the
profusion of analytical discourse these uncertain origins generate, has become a
discipline of discursive interfaces. In this, the incessant talk about its shape and
configuration, not only instigates and further extends the technical prowess that
condenses and distributes information, under whose ‘blessing’ modernity proclaims to be
a historical event first of all, but also turns modernity against itself, making it consume its
own sign, if you will." In this sense, we may say that the notion of being modern is
engaged from the start in the analytical exercise comparable to the ‘talking cure’ in
psychoanalysis, where one purges memory in order to remember anything at all.

Whether taken on the level of broad historical periods (in art, politics, economics,
technology or culture) or approached on the more abstract, philosophical ground of its
ontological meaning that investigates the seemingly innocent necessity to define
ourselves through, not simply contemporaneous time (duration that is always parallel to
the immediate reality), but most of all through contemporary or modern temporality,
modernity always returns to the (by now) strained comfort of its name. This proper name,

which hesitates whenever it is faced with the question of propriety, appropriation and

' “The spontaneity of being modern conflicts with the claim to think and write about modernity....” (Paul
de Man, Literary History and Literary Modernity, p. 142).
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property, has nonetheless become a reflex of sorts, co-opted into and mixed-up in the
definition of our current position, or at least its very recent past.” Being such a
‘colloquial’ linguistic mannerism, as something that simply rolls off the tongue when one
is asked to provide a summation of our immediate presence, modernity fits the
parameters of common sense, its evenly distributed perception. But this same reflexive
position brings with it a complication, given that we are usually suspicious of simplicity
and its almost servile act of ‘making available’.

The linguistic intensification of descriptions and definitions reaches a limit when
in order to gain an insight, we need the help of distance, when there is no other choice but
to step out of the subject matter, and in a sense dispose of the reality one is attempting to
investigate (or at least find an indirect route to it). If, as has been observed many times,
there is no value without limits,’ we can also say, that the ability to make a
pronouncement about something like modernity, rests on the possibility of placing our
common experience outside its confines (at the apex of another limit), so as not to fall
victim to the comfort and the debilitating effect of the pre-given values that direct and
‘administer’ the concept — modern. In other words, if we do not want to dispense with the
standardization of language which describes a reality that is often capricious (and beyond

a certain point, we cannot escape such acculturation into a standard), we have to look for

® For a comprehensive study of the linguistic and cultural genealogy of the concept (starting with the
Middle Ages notion of modernus) see Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-
Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism.

* Paul Virilio, for instance, makes this plain: “Without limits, there is no value; without value, there is no
esteem, no respect and especially no pity...” (4rt and Fear, p. 63). Virilio’s project in the aforementioned
book means to explore the mechanics of the artistic mode of production and perception, so crucial and
intimately connected to modernity. His judgment condemns both, in the strongest sense of the word, for it
accuses art and modernity, or the modern art (the art of the modern, to be slightly more specific) of the total
loss of value, given that now, it is excess and especially its banalization, that becomes the new limit. That
Virilio’s damning pronouncement might indeed be too harsh, or slightly misplaced, will emerge from our
discussion, as will some of the themes Virilio identifies above. For now, let us simply keep the issue of
excess, especially the way it is given the freedom to be exercised, in mind.
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this part of ourselves that is generally acknowledged and made legitimate in its normalcy,
elsewhere. Such ‘elsewhere’ presents us with a system of ‘mistaken outlets’ not because
we are now looking in the right place, or a new, previously undiscovered place, but on
the contrary, because we are able to bridge, juxtapose and connect the familiar, into
deviating trajectories from the centre as the well-established oeuvre of significations.

It is in this manner, that the present narrative is trying to think in loosened and
disturbed associations, which speak not so much about history (especially history as
historiography) as to the past in a specific configuration; not about modernity but to
something that is merely contemporaneous with the time line of the last hundred years or
so; a duration whose sequencing (the way I am attempting to walk the line) does not
necessarily fall into its well established academic/intellectual purview. If this be a
shortcoming, it is one, which is the result of my attempt to think not simply, or only
about the subject matter at hand, but, in some measure, to find a way of thinking with it,
that is, in concert with the type of logic that is hidden within its confines. This logic, in
many ways, presents us with the same operational manifesto that is used today to discuss
the principal historical manifestations of modernity: the logic of expectation that
admittedly attempts to wring something out of the past and make it informative for the
present. It is this type of an image that I will continually attempt to sketch, by indicating
the positioning of the many possible points of attachment, that pierce through the
historical cloud of the turn of the twentieth century and one of its most vibrant settings —
the Viennese fin de siecle.

But it must also be said straightaway, that this setting, will not be accorded the

privileged status; the type of elevated position that it has acquired through the booming
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‘intellectual industry’ of historical discourse about Vienna, initiated (at least on this
continent) by Carl E. Schorsky.® It will rather serve us as a backdrop, a stenography
which frames the simultaneous occurrence of certain cultural/artistic events. In this, it is
somewhat akin to Schoenberg’s attitude towards the city, expressed in a letter to Mahler’s
wife (Alma), at the time when the composer was on his deathbed: “I don’t even feel that
there is a Vienna anymore. For me it was always only a city in which this or that
personality lived™>.

Given this opening description, in the following pages, I have attempted to speak
in the voice of an echo. It is a sonar-like effect. It tries to gage the existence of a thing, by
sending out its own voice into the blind space of the past and describe its dimensions, its
existence and trajectory by interpreting the sound of the deflected wave. And it is not
only because along the way much will be said about music and psychoanalysis in both of
which the voice plays a major part, or maybe simply plays. The deployed echo-effect is at
once the applied methodology, the object of study and the personal research ego that tries
to listen and interpret. In this manner I speak out of myself, through Freud, through
Schoenberg, and hopefully through the time whose outline sketches a silhouette of its

own production, its identity.

* Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-Siécle Vienna, Politics and Culture. In the opening pages of this, now, classic
work on the topic, Schorske says: “Vienna in the fin de siécle, with its acutely felt tremors of social and
political disintegration, proved one of the most fertile breeding grounds of our century’s a-historical
culture” (p. XVIII). That the rumors of modernity’s a-historicism have been vastly exaggerated, is proven
not only by the context of the fin de siécle, which works with the past and not in independence of it, but
also by Schorske himself, and other historians, who look precisely to the past, through the spectacles of
historicism, in search for a defining element of what is modern. Needless to say, then, I do not agree with
Schorske’s blanket statement, which is, no doubt, motivated by a specific view of history, that always
represses the past. In that, it finds itself on parallel tracks to the general momentum of modernity. But a
repression of the past does not equal its total elimination.

5 Arnold Schoenberg to Alma Mahler, March 27, 1911, in 4 Schoenberg Reader — Documents of a Life, ed.
Joseph Auner, p. 96. Freud, not unlike Schoenberg, was also very disparaging in his comments about the
city, throughout his life. See, Peter Gay Freud: A Life for Our Time, 9-10; and Ernest Jones Sigmund
Freud: Life and Work, vol. 1, p. 322.
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By speaking thus, out of intent, out of desire, out of curiosity and drive towards an
understanding, I had no choice but to speak from the space of remoteness. This is why I
do not speak from a point of view, but deliberately out of things, experiences, problems
and puzzles encountered along the way. The ‘from’ in its form of a departure point was
only the beginning, which had to be left behind as quickly as it gave itself to formulation,
because this is the only way to get anywhere. That ‘from’ presented itself not in the shape
of a specific place and its identification as something already and extensively spoken
about via academic literature, but in the form of a somewhat nebulous setting and its
hidden potential - a potential that is itself constructed from a series of departures:

In short, by the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, the
world was no longer constructed in quite the same way as it had been and its elements
would no longer combine as they once did. Thought was now forced to move beyond its
abode in the philosophy of transcendence — for too many of the sacred emblems of this
hidden tradition such as God, Nature, and Truth had by now been sacrificed to the
“modernizing” processes ... and there arose, amid the vertigo and malaise, a fundamental
ontological change that would have important effects on the nature of knowledge,
perception, and representation. ®

The mark of this uncertain potential is found in the ‘beyond’ not of deliverance (the
generic utility of all religions) but a delivery as a mode of communication and perception,
which ultimately, in its entire breadth, runs along the fault-line of the following question:
What is that ‘thing’ we can claim (or make a claim against), in this age which seemingly
belongs to us, the age of modernity?

The thesis which will be employed in its strictest definition of a supporting
function, a sort of ‘prosthesis’ to the impending narrative is: any functional performance,
almost as soon as it is accomplished promulgates the condition of disability which gives

the merely instrumental presence its voice, perhaps even allowing it to cry out in

® Sanford Kwinter, Architectures of Time: Toward a Theory of the Event in Modernist Culture, p. 36.
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disapproval of the restricted environment that functionality necessarily engenders. This
thesis emerged from the way I have navigated and moved through events, biographies,
concepts.

Hence, what will come under review throughout is the question of art, especially
music, as one of the most prominent ceremonials in the performance of modernity. In this
case, art is not simply equivalent to the generic category of something wistfully creative
or most recent as the phrase ‘modern art’ purports to present the matter. Rather, art will
be allowed to take on the meaning of and the responsibility for an engagement which
configures reality, first and foremost. This is not an imposed intellectual distinction, a
synthetic reinterpretation of the past, but a definition already provided, more or less in its
ready-made form, given that it is one of the preferred dialects of modernity’s language,
especially in its fin de si¢cle phase.

Music, Schoenberg’s music and its connection to one of the most famous events
at the turn of the twentieth century, psychoanalysis, is the skeleton of our exploration.
This somewhat overlooked intersection, which our narrative is setting adrift, concentrates
on the notion of analysis. By using the weapon of its own design, interpretation of depth
and its dynamics against psychoanalysis’ and music’s own body of ‘knowledge’, I will
expose them as a product of reluctantly disclosed cultural forces that like to remain
incognito, historically speaking.

Matters are further obfuscated when Freud individualizes his method, attempting
to take full possession of its principles, thus undermining its generality as a ‘science’:

I must however make it clear that what I am asserting is that this technique is the only
one suited to my individuality; I do not venture to deny that a physician quite differently
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constituted might find himself driven to adopt a different attitude to his patients and to
the task before him.’

In the case of Schoenberg, the fight for ownership of the 12-tone technique, takes on the
shape of a polemical engagement with Josef Hauer whom, in his ‘Notes for an
Autobiography’, Schoenberg mentions under the heading of ‘Thiefs’.®

Individualities, both as specific historical persona and subjective categories,
nonetheless speak of more than simply themselves. The question of the individual versus
the multiplicity of the social (as another one of the complexes that is so particular to
being modern) will arise in the course of our discussion. But throughout, it is in a more
generic sense that individuality will hold fort in our narrative; through Freud and
Schoenberg as two personalities who, by no design of their own, have acquired a
somewhat emblematic and monumental stature, as the sign-posts that indicate and
negotiate the direction our most recent past had taken.

In an ad hoc way, the investigative effort here exercised, speaks in a voice of
empathy with Foucault’s method of archaeology, “[t]his other history, which runs
beneath history, constantly anticipating it and endlessly recollecting the past [which] can
be described — in a sociological or psychological way — as the evolution of

Y

mentalities...”.” It is a method that tries to look for signs of the factually accepted reality
in places that are apparently indifferent to it, which seem to be in some measure

independent of it and organized by a different set of rules, all along using the mechanics

of distance, to release:

7 Sigmund Freud, “Recommendations to Physicians Practicing Psycho-Analysis”, in The Standard Edition
of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, SE 12:111, hereafter cited in text as Standard
Edition.

® Joseph Auner, 4 Schonberg Reader, p. 9.
° Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, p. 136, hereafter cited in text.
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A theme whose enunciative analysis tries to free itself. In order to restore statements to
their pure dispersion. In order to analyse them in an exteriority that may be paradoxical
since it refers to no adverse form of interiority. In order to consider them in their
discontinuity, without having to relate them, by one of those shifts that disconnect them
and render them inessential, to a more fundamental opening or difference. In order to
seize their very irruption, at the place and at the moment at which it occurred. In order to
rediscover their occurrence as an event ... it is a question of rediscovering that outside in
which, in their relative rarity, in their incomplete proximity, in the deployed space,
enunciative events are distributed (The Archaeology of Knowledge, p. 137).

Such treatment of phenomena and events in complexes which elevate the monumental
over the interpretive,'® will only serve us as a ‘rule of thumb’, which cannot and does not
aspire to Foucault’s ultimate standard of an archaeology which is “...not an interpretive
discipline [because] it does not seek another, better-hidden discourse (ibid., p. 155); a
standard whose lofty proscriptions Foucault himself inadvertently violates. For in that
case where something at long last must be said, the discourse that nonetheless
crystallizes, stretching its semiotic membrane like a cat does its spine, in the seeming
simplicity of its movement, must also become communicative for us, i.e., interpretative.
In Foucault’s methodological ingenuity and sophistication, I only seek a way of being
inspired, thus spawning a didactic thought experiment of imaginatively entering Freud’s
study at Berggasse 19, laden with antiques, expression of Freud’s own sort of
archaeology. This is also how I will attempt to figuratively immerse myself in the prong
of fin de siecle’s own momentum.

It could be said that most of Freud’s theoretical efforts concentrate on combating
the primary uncertainty about the world that was facing him, which he proposed to

redistribute through the mitigating circumstances of an entirely new discourse. These

'9 «Archaeology tries to define not the thoughts, representations, images, preoccupations that are concealed
or revealed in discourses; but those discourses themselves, those discourses as practices obeying certain
rules. It does not treat discourse as document, as a sign of something else, as an element that ought to be
transparent, but whose unfortunate opacity must often be pierced if one is to reach at last the depth of the
essential in the place in which it is held in reserve; it is concerned with discourse in its own volume, as a
monument” (ibid., p. 155).
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efforts have been bequeathed to us, as the well-known activities of archiving the
archaeological/psychic data gathered in the course of Freud’s own uniquely calibrated
exploration. This process hangs in the balance of power, always suspended between the
notion of causality and the much lower yield of descriptive representations. This is, for
instance, Wittgenstein’s judgment about psychoanalysis:11

The difference between a reason and a cause is brought out as follows: the investigation
of a reason entails as an essential part one’s agreement with it, whereas the investigation
of a cause is carried out experimentally... [I]t is a way of speaking to say the reason was
subconscious. It may be expedient to speak in this way, but the subconscious is a
hypothetical entity which gets its meaning from the verifications these propositions have.
What Freud says about the subconscious sounds like science, but in fact, it is just a means
of representation... [where] as in aesthetics, things are placed side by side so as to exhibit
certain features.'

This is why psychoanalysis itself occupies a space somewhere in-between art and
science. The art in psychoanalytic theory (any theory) is the decision where to begin, or
even to begin at all, what questions to postulate and then, how to juxtapose all these
beginnings into a representational complex. The science is the ability to end, to close and
bring together, to make an affirmative statement by experimentally designing an end,
from the beginning. Whereas art is full of potential but also strained under the weight of
its impinging uncertainty, science is surrounded by the danger of truth which nonetheless
inspires comfort through the always settled possibility of an impending answer. In the
end it is art that through the boldness of its imaginative world building forces a decision

out of science about us.

"' The very interesting issue of Wittgenstein’s reaction to Freud and psychoanalysis is treated

comprehensively by Jacques Bouveresse, Wirtgenstein Reads Freud: The Myth of the Unconscious.

"2 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Lectures: Cambridge 1932-1935, pp. 39-40.
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Freud sees this quite clearly. The artist mediates a resolution between the pleasure
principle and the reality principle'> as someone who at first separates himself from the
reality of the world but eventually finds a way back from fantasy through the act of
turning his imaginings into a new type of the real, which serves as a fruitful image of the
world, even if nothing changes materially. Art, then, seems to engage in the collective act
of compensation by representation, producing a type of replacement value, which
approximates the never fully accessible truth of existence.'* This is why, the attempt to
approach psychoanalysis through art, is to ‘put the cat amongst the pigeons’, so to speak.

If art presents a resolution of the distance between the primeval and the civilizing
forces (in Freud’s language), then its product, a certain identity of psychic phenomena,
amounts to an aesthetic effect, as Wittgenstein rightly points out in his summary
evaluation. But we must also make this caveat: what may appear as an irrational
inconsistency, or even a weakness from the perspective of Wittgenstein’s specific
philosophical project of logical positivism, acquires the advantage of prosaic humanism —
a widely-disseminated texture of perception, which might not get at causes, but provides
a plethora of reasons, which open up structures to resonant encounters with spaces where
causes might ultimately be found. This is the justification for the use of music, or more
accurately sound and its acoustics in a sort of mirror effect, trying to expose the
psychoanalytic reality, by identifying its own secretly operating artistic drive. This mode

of exposition, will continually and gradually, be extended to the general context of the fin

" This discussion, which will be reproduced in more detail at a later point in our narrative, is found in
Freud’s Two Principles of Mental Functioning (SE 12: 218-226).

"4 “For Freud, art is the nonobsessional, non-neurotic form of substitute satisfaction...” (Paul Ricoeur,
Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, p. 163).

10
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de siecle, which, as we will see, operates under a type of aesthetics, that proposes to
establish itself as a sort of technique of communication with reality in general.

Whereas the corpus of Freud’s work teeters on the line of indecision as to its
artistic or scientific identity, Schoenberg’s output is seemingly lodged in the realm of the
former. Only seemingly, because as we will learn, Schoenberg practices a very strange
sort of art, whose basis is a certain interpretive formula of relations between tones which
repeat themselves in a pre-determined sequence. If Freud is an archaeologist, then
Schoenberg could be described as an artisan. This is evident not only in the technical
aspects of Schoenberg’s music but his other, strictly speaking engineering activities,
expressed in the form of his many designs (the musical typewriter, chess, furniture,
various objects of everyday use) to which he devotes surprisingly a lot of time and effort.
What we are confronting here are two currents moving in mutually enhancing, even
though reverse directions: of self-promoted ‘science’ (psychoanalysis) which desires to
be art, and falls into its pull because it has no other choice if it wants to move beyond its
own limitations, and ‘art’ (music) threatened by its own hand which needs to be scientific
to escape its own death impulse, the non-identity of its own construction and its
descriptive ideology. It is at the intersection of these two currents, by building a bridge
between them, that we will look for a connection, a crossing point, which this narrative is

trying to span.

11
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1. The Question of Performance

Symptoms and performances are practically indistinguishable from each other. The
symptomatic discharge and its very real physical, plastic and usually vociferous showing,
is a sort of abstract of the entire aetiology of a disorder — a piece of the whole, whose
identity is precisely performative because constructed through a series of events of higher
or lower intensity. At closer inspection, we observe that performance contains form and
formula within the field of its activity. Form is always an aesthetic manifestation; it is
also an impoverishment, an effect of a recipe for condensation, concentration, hence also
reduction. This is why we are able to conclude relatively confidently, that form in the
practice of its institution, is always symptomatic.

Dealing with a range of performances, then, at the level of the symptomatic,
affords us a window of opportunity to see into the sheltered and murky enclosures.
Performance via its variegated eventfulness will play a major part in both Schoenberg
and Freud, from its more official and public instances of theoretical/practical elaborations
(Freud’s writings, Schoenberg’s concerts), its semi-private occurrences (dealing with
students, patients, followers), to finally the very private and biographical. One such
symptom, which will repeat itself incessantly throughout Freud’s life, is the apparently
strained relationship with music; its mistreatment and misrecognition, at least on the
surface, as the lining of sound will ultimately envelope the psychoanalytical habitat in its
entirety.

The acoustical censorship begins early, when Freud is a university student and the
family lives in the cramped quarters of the traditionally Jewish section of Vienna

(Leopoldstadt). This is how Peter Gay recounts the incident:
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This apartment, to which they [the Freuds] moved in 1875 ... was scarcely lavish for the
sizable family. Alexander, the youngest, Freud’s five sisters, and their parents crowded
into three bedrooms. Freud alone had his “cabinet” for his private domain, a room “long
and narrow, with a window looking on the street,” more and more crammed with
books... If Freud’s needs clashed with those of Anna or the others, his prevailed without
question. When, intent on his school books, he complained about the noise that Anna’s
piano lessons were making, the piano vanished never to return. The Freuds must have
been among the very few middle-class Central European families without a piano..."

But there was another family who lived in the second district of Vienna at that time,
which shared a similar experience of absence: “It seems that there was no music-making
in Schoenberg’s parents’ house. Even after the father had opened a collection agency the
family remained in modest conditions and did not own a piano”.'® Of course, we should
not overestimate such anecdotal evidence. Yet, taken at the level of the symptomatic,
these circumstances speak to a certain logic, which, as will be seen, informs the auditory
phenomenon in both, Freud’s and Schoenberg’s mature creativity.

They start from two opposite ends. Freud progressively fills the silence, which
was so precious to him during his study years, with his own instrument for sound-
making, a process which begins in 1886 with the publication of a medical paper on the
development of the acoustic nerve.'” Schoenberg, who thanks to his early childhood
experience, was never fully proficient at any musical instrument, progressively extends
this disability, by dispensing with the instrumentality of sound and its musical
functionality, silencing it, in a way. Both men will eventually meet in the middle, by
constructing systems of thought and practice, which not only speak to each other, but

mirror the overall sensuality of the fin de siécle.

'’ Peter Gay, Freud: A Life for Our Time, pp. 13-14.
'® H. H. Stuckenschmidt, Schoenberg, His Life, World and Work, p. 20.

'"In actual fact, between the years of 1885 and 1886, Freud published three neurological papers, whose
central concern was the acoustic nerve. A good synopsis is found in Jones, Sigmund Freud, Life and Work,
vol. 1, pp. 225-227.

13

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Another interesting aspect of these two parallel episodes (from the vantage point
of our argument) is the very visible, early establishment of irregularity in Freud’s and
Schoenberg’s lives, through an entire range of symbols; an irregularity in relation not
only to music and sound, their blockage, because they have been accused of interrupting
or declined altogether, but also to the sense of fake performance of identities. For,
through his objection, Freud not simply denies the pleasure of music to his sister (a
pleasure which, as he will say some years later, he is unable to take part in)'® but also
inadvertently and partially blocks the consumption/expression of a pre-assigned
bourgeois identity to Anna and the family. This is a pattern that will be repeated again
and again by Freud himself, especially in his practice and the nexus of ties that bind the
patient into a series of stammers and interruptions, returning him or her to a subjective
morphology which diverges from the previously accepted norm of existence.

Freud’s disavowal of sound acquires further symptomatic significance, which
goes to the heart of the psychoanalytic technique itself. For psychoanalysis is the
performance of complaint, voicing of grievances through the production of sound. In this,
Freud is unable to escape the raucous sonority, which will leave him with no choice but
to develop an entire philosophy of ‘soundings’ and the ‘technology’ for their recording,
interpretation and projection. Psychoanalysis is indeed about the treatment with and
through sound, and its productive output is central to the psychology that from the start
becomes known as the ‘talking cure’, although at first sight, there seems to be a world of

difference, a large gulf separating musical sound, and speech which is weighted down by

" In an (originally) anonymous paper, published in 1914, The Moses of Michelangelo, Freud writes:
“Whenever | cannot do this [contemplate a work of art], as for instance with music, I am incapable of
obtaining any pleasure (SE 13: 211). I will discuss this paper, and the unusual circumstances surrounding it,
at an appropriate time.
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the semiology of meaning. But this is the type of signification and meaning that music
also carries through, in the form of tonality as the musical grammar, against which
Schoenberg will stake a claim, through a compliant initially and then an accusation.

We are thus concerned about the material-acoustic-phenomenon:

The material element, which in all aesthetic enjoyment is at the root of the intellectual
one, is greater in music than in any other art. Music, through its immateriality the most
ethereal art, and yet the most sensuous one through its play of forms without any
extraneous subject, exhibits in this mysterious fusion of two antagonistic principles a
strong affinity for the nerves, those equally mysterious links in the invisible telegraphic
connection between mind and body."

Freud becomes the champion of such a telegraphy, or material action at a distance,
comparing the role of the analyst to that of a telephone receiver, thus initiating the
process of circular interpretations, based on sequences of looping, interminable
transmissions from the recesses of the psyche.

Even though we cannot experience the materiality of sound directly, as a visible
body, we encounter its confines through the force of effects; through exposure and
resistance to the ‘mechanics’ of the sound wave, by turning into its stream which can also
be experienced through a blockage of reception — a position along the line of distinction
Hanslick draws between pathological and musical hearing.

Eduard Hanslick (1825-1904), perhaps the best known music critic in Vienna
from around the mid 19" century, up until his death, made a name for himself through his
writings on the aesthetics of music as well as his persistent polemics against Richard
Wagner. In his best known work, The Beautiful in Music (first published in 1854, and
reprinted nine times in its German edition) Hanslick argues against the still prevalent

appraisal of music as an art, whose most basic and valuable merit is found in the affective

' Eduard Hanslick, The Beautiful in Music, pp. 78-79, hereafter cited in text.
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arousal: “...I firmly adhere to the conviction that all the customary appeals to our
emotional faculty can never show the way to a single musical law” (The Beautiful in
Music, p. 4). It follows then that the inquiry into musical aesthetics is “...mainly and
primarily directed against the widely accepted doctrine that the office of music is to
represent feelings” (ibid., p. 4). Feelings are extraneous notions that are motivated by the
psychic/nervous state of the body, but not, strictly speaking, musical phenomena, which
are enclosed in the purity of their own form as sound: “...the beauty of a composition is
specifically musical, i.c., it inheres in the combinations of musical sounds and is
independent of all alien, extramusical notions” (ibid., p. 5).

Affectivity, presenting us with a false assumption of what music is about,
perpetuates the condition of pathological hearing, since it misidentifies sound in its most
basic materiality, which is always equal to itself. True hearing, on the other hand, is an
intellectual and contemplative activity, which listens attentively to the sequencing that the
combination of tones provides. The consequence is that:

The word Anschauung (viewing, contemplating) is no longer applied to the visual
processes only but also to the functions of the other senses. It is, in fact, eminently suited
to describe the act of attentive hearing, which is nothing but a mental inspection of a
succession of musical images (ibid., p. 1 ).

Even if the fact of feeling something while experiencing sound, cannot be denied, there is
no direct connection between music and emotion, since the latter does not originate in the
acoustic structures, but is imported into them, by misdirected perception:

For, in reality, there is no causal nexus between a musical composition and the feelings it
may excite, as the latter vary with our experience and impressibility [sic] (ibid., p. 14).

% Conversely, the aural was applied to the descriptions of the new phenomenon of photography: “the
Photographer needs in many cases no aid from any language of his own, but prefers rather to listen, with
the picture before him, to the silent but telling language of Nature” (Talbot, 1833, cited by the first
photographer of madness, H.W. Diamond, 1856). Quoted in Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of
Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic Iconography of the Salpétriére, p. 32.
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The interesting fact, is that Hanslick provides a blueprint of acoustics which, only a few
years later, will work itself into Freud’s modelling of the psyche, for, as we will see, the
patient in psychoanalysis is a case who promotes distorted perception as a pathology of
listening, which Freud attempts to corner in its own distortion, through attentive listening
as the proper approach towards the subject. He does so under the technical name of
‘evenly suspended attention’ (gleichschwebende Aufmerksamkeit), which precisely,
eliminates the emotive factor, by not elevating certain kinds of content over others. This
is why, the acoustic-material phenomenon, which will replay itself and find shelter in
Freud’s psychological matrix, operates according to the free association of images, not
meaning, as in language, and that is why, according to Hanslick, “the essence of music is
sound in motion” (ibid., 48). Music thus acquires the status of elastic materiality which
works by always recombining and renewing sequential collaborations of tones:

The musical material in the hands of creative genius is as plastic and pliable as it is
profuse... [T]he union of sounds (from the interdependence of which the beautiful in
music flows) is not effected by mechanically stringing them together but by acts of a free
imagination... (ibid., p. 52).

This is a pattern whose bravado will also be explored by Schoenberg to its limit.
Hanslick’s model of musical aesthetics is a dynamic one. Sound, given that it is a
phenomenon that moves and paces, reflects reality, and it may even suggest feelings, but
it is not the source of these as such. It operates in a similar way to the Freudian psyche,
which collects psychic impulses into aggregates via condensation, displacement and
imaginary representation, which allow for a reproduction of the deeper lying,
independent psychological causes (i.e., the unconscious), but never constitute their total,
conscious replacement. Hence, Freud will never fully dispense with the dual model of the

psyche (although he will come quite close to doing so) because the amplitude of
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psychical processes will continually be suspended between the moment of their deeper
composition, and their reproduction, via a performance. Curiously enough, Hanslick
anticipates the psychoanalytic session some fifty years prior, when he writes:

A state of mind manifests itself most directly in music when origination and execution
coincide. This occurs in the freest form of extempore playing, and if the player proceeds
not so much according to the strict methods of art as with a predominantly subjective
tendency (a pathological one, in a wider sense), the expression which he elicits form the
keys may assume almost the vividness of speech (ibid., p. 76, my emphasis).

Performance then, is a functionality of direction — of being directed, and in turn choosing
a direction, of being towards something (like the audience, or the patient, for instance).

Freud will later refer to this type of directionality as transference.

* %k %k

The question from the start is about invention, specifically about assignation of names, as
a response to the fundamental namelessness. Being thus entangled, we are always (as it
seems) in the throes of inventing a message (and then always passing ourselves along the
path thus created), a motion which deflects reality into the orbit of hermeneutics. If music
is this ineffable, non-discursive potency which pushes us along a trajectory of
communicating with the element which “[d]irectly, in itself ... signifies nothing”*' as
Vladimir Jankélévitch says, how can we still cling to the idea of communicating with
anything at all, when that ‘anything’ is, by its own nature, non-discursive? This is indeed
the core of the problem facing Freud. Jankélévitch, having the benefit of time as an ally,
writing in the intellectual climate of the post-war France, which had already taken a
couple of lessens from the nascent modernity of a few decades before, resolves this

tension, much in the same way Freud is inadvertently forced to do; by distinguishing

*! Vladimir Jankélévitch, Music and the Ineffable, p. 11, hereafter cited in text.
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between discursive and immediate communication. The latter situates us in the
“...penumbra of melancholia [which can only take place] unilaterally, [as if] from
hypnotist to hypnotized” (Music and the Ineffable, p. 9). This is where the anxiety is
created and resolved through the layer of imputed manifestations because music, like the
psyche “...has broad shoulders. In the hermeneutics of music, everything is possible, the
most fabulous ideologies and unfathomable imputed meanings” (ibid., p. 11).

Here, we are standing face to face with the polarity of a two-pronged realism — the
thing that is being described, and that thing’s own material reality, which always presents
us with the deed of ownership for its own phenomenon. It is in the process of such meta-
signification and over-identification, during which we inadvertently step into the
pathology of meaning. Psychoanalysis rebuffs such pathological meaning, its found
signification in the certainty of names, and replaces it with an entirely different circuitry
of communication, which organizes events acoustically, through ‘meaning’ as familiarity
with its potential, which not unlike music:

...is familiar with the echo, which is the melody’s mirror-reflection of itself, and with
canonic imitation... In polyphony, the voices speak together, harmoniously, but they are
not speaking among themselves, to one another, they are not addressing themselves fo
one another: they are signing in concert for an outsider... (ibid., p. 20).

And it is in such a manner, that they will sing to Freud.

All this leads us to conclude, that history is somehow much more ‘musical’ than
linear. Unlike the line, which treats any point along its trajectory as equivalent to any
other that had come before and will come after, acoustics repeats the same, clearly
identified elements, sequentially, in varying proportions. Logos, its discursive, dialogical

musculature does not like repetition, because when things are said, and said well,
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repetition is unnecessary, it is a waste of time and efficiency when they must be repeated
— an indication that communication had not really taken place.

But what about this sort of communication that is organized, that addresses itself
and its environment, precisely through the pattern of repetition, its ruse, meter and
rhythm? What happens when entire structures are built on such a premise? We can
obviously and right away think here about psychoanalysis as such repetitive structure,
driven by what Freud refers to as Wiederholungszwang (compulsion to repeat), as well as
about Schoenberg’s 12-tone system of sound, in which the sequence of pitches is
repeated continuously, in a pre-determined ordering. In any case, this seems to be the
field of confinement that both Freud and Schoenberg operate in. And then there is music
and its ‘vernacular’, or maybe even more radically ‘vehicular’ drive which thrives on
forgetful repetitions as a certain sensibility where: “One doesn’t think about ‘music’, but,
on the other hand, one can think according to music, or in music, or musically, with
‘music’” (ibid., p. 101).

Jankélévitch, who, as we now realize, says something quite similar to what
Eduard Hanslick proposes, perpetuates a psychoanalytic understanding of sound — an
image which lies very closely indeed to Freud’s practice. Or maybe it is correct to say,
that psychoanalysis is simply sound in another form, provoking a personality, which, just
as the musician in Jankélévitch’s scheme, nonetheless expresses “...himself in the very
act of not wanting to do so” (ibid., 42). In this sort of perpetual contradiction that music
sets up for itself, are buried the dynamic outlines of the analysand or the patient in

psychoanalysis, who via transference and the general mass of sonority of the spoken
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word, in the end and inadvertently expresses what he or she did not even realize was
there to be expressed in the first place.

The production of sound within the confines of the psychoanalytic session,
presents us with a very interesting notion, a notion on which Freud himself relies
inextricably: the externalization of the unconscious element and its amplification through
a technique of sound extraction. And right away, what we encounter is resistance, where
“wishing not to express oneself is the great coquetry of the twentieth century” (ibid., p.
42).

Interestingly then, Jankélévitch concludes that music even though it can not say
anything apart from itself, does nonetheless possess the power to open up its own
experience in such a way that we would be able to convert its latency into an estimation
of a lived experience that had passed through it: “I have refused to grant music the power
of discursive development, but not the power to trace experience of lived time” (ibid., p.
93). In this, music is very much ensnared in the throngs of latent, unacknowledged
autobiography, not unlike the Freudian unconscious:

This autobiography — if autobiography there is — is a bit dream-like: it conveys the
“meaning of a meaning”, that is, the meaning along with that which has revealed it, the
secondary meaning, and it hides the primary meaning, the meaning that is in short absurd
(because it is a mixture of sense and nonsense) — the very meaning of life cut off by
death... (ibid., p. 57).

Autobiography as dream work, in other words, which, in its irrationality, also touches

something essential, which otherwise is too hot to handle.??

%2 On the theme of autobiography, auto-analysis, psychoanalysis and music, especially through the writings
of Theodor Reik (a member of the Freud circle), see Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Echo of the Subject.
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2. Performance with no Applause — Anna O.’s
Private Audience

Anna O.’s ‘private theatre’ (as she herself calls it), constitutes not only the beginning, the
first presence of psychoanalysis before the formulation of its own concept, but also pre-
stages everything that will eventually follow (in psychoanalysis as well as in our
narrative). It is a preamble then in the fullness of its word, stretched across the two
moments of psychoanalytic inauguration before the word itself, and the moment of my
recuperation of it in this text.

Preambles stride before the actual walking (from Latin preambulus ‘walking
before’ from pre — ‘before’ + ambulare ‘to walk’). ‘Before’ in any case is more
complicated than the simple preceding in time, because it can also be, and is ‘in front of’,
in the presence of an observer, both in time and topographically, in the fact that a certain
space is being actively shared. It is a ‘private theatre’, a performance which, because of
its reliance on ‘before’ in both senses just elaborated upon, happens in real time — a
temporality which fuses past and present together, into a duration of the lived moment.
The interesting aspect of such ‘before’ is the question of ownership, which formulated
directly asks: whom does the experience belong to? It is here that we enter a quagmire of
monumental proportions: of trying to assign the responsibility for an identity, whether it
is the identity of art or science, or more specifically of psychoanalysis and music, or the
individual personalities that are somehow circulated through their systems and decanted,
like wine. Because we will learn momentarily that the way of such belonging, through the
‘talking cure’, ‘examination’, ‘chimney-sweeping’, ‘recognizing work’ etc., is dubious at

best. All these formulations which are later adopted by psychoanalysis more or less
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piece-meal, are actually introduced/invented, i.e., spoken, by Anna O., during the
spectacle of her ‘private theatre’. They are also already translated, at least for us, because
they are spoken in English, a fact that is not only interesting, but symptomatic of
something that will preoccupy us until the end. There is also a more fundamental
identity-crisis in all of this, or at least (to be more accurate) a more visible one, and it
concerns Anna O. herself — her figure, her person, and her disease.

Studien iiber Hpysterie, written in 1895, five whole years before Freud’s
Traumdeutung, is a collaborative work with Josef Breuer, although by the time of the
second edition of the book, Breuer distances himself from the general theoretical leanings
of the work, which are imposed on it by Freud. So the question of ‘belonging’ is present
even here, because it seems that even though the two authors share equally distributed
weight and responsibility for the text (Breuer’s name, following the semiotic convention
that is to mark such equality, appears first on the cover), its message, in the end, belongs
to Freud. This fact becomes even more intriguing, if we juxtapose it against the story line
of how Anna O. was ‘discovered’.

The first important aspect of her discovery seems to be that, from the start, she
belongs to Breuer, since she is his patient — at least at the beginning. For, not being able
to deal with her performances, with the creativity and inventiveness of her hysteria,
Breuer not only at one point invites an observer into the setting, in hopes of gaining a
second opinion but also, by delivering the results via a collaborative publication,
inadvertently transfers the entire episode as much into Freud’s archive, as it had ever
belonged to his. At one point then, through her inscription in the general annals of

psychoanalysis, Anna O.’s story changes the hands of ‘ownership’ and is (unofficially)
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attributed to Freud, signifying the formative encounter between the disease and its
interpretation.*

It would seem that it is precisely here, where we can rest and stop delegating
responsibilities, but we would again be disappointed. Because the technique which
initially becomes known as the cathartic method, as Freud acknowledges from the start
and repeats in the years to come in several places in his oeuvre (although with varying
degree of emphasis) is actually Breuer’s! Freud simply adopts it, at first entirely, together
with the application of hypnosis as a way of facilitating the ‘talking cure’, only later to
give up this aspect of engagement for a modification based on suggestion (through both
verbal and physical clues, such a pressing on the patient’s forehead), finally settling on
the method of free association, which becomes the backbone of The Interpretation of
Dreams (1900) — Freud’s emblematic work.

The extent of this resonance of ‘belonging’ is not exhausted in that ‘puppet
theatre’ whose three marionettes are Freud, Breuer and Anna. Anna O.’s real name is
Bertha Pappenheim, a relative of Marie Pappenheim, a medical doctor, a writer and a
poet who composes the libretto to Schoenberg’s first operatic monodrama for voice
Erwartung (Expectation). And here, the entire drama will repeat itself, because the story-
line in the form of a libretto will undergo a series of crisis, of which the final outcome
will present itself in the question of responsibility for the text. Marie Pappenheim will
maintain throughout that the story-line is hers, and that Schoenberg adopted it, practically
the way it was written. He will say that Pappenheim’s text gave him a general direction,

which was later explored (re-written) by other means. And thus, we are caught in the

3 Anna O’s story is missing from the first two, German editions of Freud’s complete works! See ‘Editor’s
Introduction’ to Studies on Hysteria (SE 2: X).
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general mechanics of ‘he said, she said’ variety — again, a symptom of the whole. Let us

try then to unravel this tangle of intervening moments a little more diligently.

* k%

The case of Anna O. is already musical. It not only happens in real time, but its
beginning, its span and its tension (Spannung) embedded in the sonorous texture of
listening, talking and interpreting, are collected in a sort of phonographic repository,
which not only depends on its recording, but especially and foremost on the impulse for
spontaneous production of sound. And the most essential event in that entire network of
‘belonging’ discussed above is the idea of composition. For ultimately everything that
happens in terms of event sequencing, its texture and meaning, is under Anna’s direction.
Breuer and later Freud have no choice but to re-play it after the fact. Such ‘after-the-fact’
interpretation is the only way anything theoretical can take place.

The question of utmost urgency occurs at the point of invention — the moment in
which events transpire through the circumstances of their unintended occurrence. Here
we might just as well use Freud’s term for occupation Besetzung, whose full rendition
gives us, what it already implies in English, when contextualized. To occupy is to possess
a space, often illegitimately and violently — to be invasive and to feel under siege; or at
least and in any case, to inveigh one’s occurrence into and onto a presence. The richness
of signification invested in this word (to carry/introduce; to bring in, to place; to
influence/entice; to carry away; to speak vehemently and even to attack or assail with
words) proposes a very fertile, accurate and efficient recuperation of the psychoanalytic

space and its setting. Such linguistic image also mimics Anna O.’s ‘private theatre’, its
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inventive spirit, the importance of words in all of this and the directive interchange of
their mutuality and reciprocity.

Once again, all this brings about the question of ownership and belonging, which
operating under the adage of linguistic intensification, imposes on us the problem of
sound and sonority. For this question of possession, and what in the end might possess us,
is a question that pitches, not only because it strays and hesitates, but because it acquires
the stature above and beyond what its own identity recognizes, or rather differently; it
becomes more than simply a question. In the process of asking about the proper channels
of communication, this question itself becomes a condition, which from the start informs
psychoanalysis in its every moment and subsequent move. As such, it not only matches
the circumstances of sound in the uncertainty of its location, but most importantly from
our perspective, it emerges as the piece de résistance of modernity which asks about what
belongs to it, and about its own ‘belonging’. All of this can already be surmised from the
seemingly innocent, simply informative character profile of the first psychoanalytic
patient revealed to us in the first few pages of Breuer’s and Freud’s study. Let us now
turn directly to them.

Anna O. is described as remarkably intelligent, well educated, of sharp intuition
and critical understanding, with rich poetic imagination. All this makes her not very
receptive to suggestion — a remarkable fact which (for now) we should simply keep in
mind. She is a vibrant, sensitive young woman, prone to day-dreaming, who displays an
active imagination, toned down by quick and efficient reasoning. In Breuer’s own words:

She had great poetic and imaginative gifts, which were under the control of a sharp and
critical common sense. Owing to this latter quality she was completely unsuggestible; she
was only influenced by arguments, never by mere assertions (SE 2: 21).
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Of course (in many ways) such assessment constructs a vivid contradiction in terms. It
seems that Anna O. responds to the inherent impossibility of formulation into a name and
an identity that would cover adequately the space of her unease (dis-case). And hysteria,
in its simplicity and all-encompassing reach, simply will not do here, even though, in the
end Freud and Breuer will settle for the familiarity of its empty name, only now with
newly re-drawn contents. As Freud is at pains to point out, hysteria itself subsumes a
whole range of other disorders, which makes it into a much more complicated
phenomenon than was actually believed at the time:

I went on to consider the case of neurosis which are commonly included under the
diagnosis of hysteria. I reflected that it was not right to stamp a neurosis as a whole as
hysterical because a few hysterical signs were prominent in its complex of symptoms. I
could well understand this practice, since after all hysteria is the oldest, best-known and
most striking of the neuroses under consideration; but it was an abuse, for it put down to
the account of hysteria so many traits of perversion and degeneracy... Breuer’s patient,
Anna O., seems to contradict my opinion and to be an example of a pure hysterical
disorder. This case, however, which has been so fruitful for our knowledge of hysteria,
was not considered at all by its observer from the point of view of a sexual neurosis, and
is now quite useless for this purpose (SE 2: 258-59).

Whether or not Anna’s disorder was hysterical, or should be subsumed under a different
name, is a matter of mere nomenclature, from the perspective of our immediate focus. *
On the other hand, there is no doubt that the 1895 manuscript, as well as later efforts on
Freud’s part, are an attempt to unmask the complicity of things and symptoms, re-
defining the ubiquity of names as neutral signifiers (under whose confines almost
anything in the world can find shelter) into conditions which respond and are defined by
a very specific technique of listening to the ‘true’ nature of a disturbance. In a way then,
Freud and Breuer, in their constant jousting for Anna’s experience, attempt to ‘solidify’

what previously found its reprieve in the gesticulation of a mere suggestion. And the

** For a brilliant study of hysteria’s genealogy, especially its 19" century reinvention in the Charcot clinic,
see Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic Iconography of the
Salpétriere.
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beginning of this theoretical jest lies in the total and unmitigated unsuggestability of the
patient!

But what exactly does it mean to be unsuggestable? — a direct translation of the
German unsuggestibel, which preserves much of its clumsiness in both languages. The
correct way to read this would be something like obstinate, not easily swayed or
convinced, not prone to follow advice, not flexible. A more sensitive reading could reveal
a graver affliction: a diminished capacity to be suggested, of having very uncertain
dimensions, of being caught in quick-sand whose constantly shifting shapes create the
exuberance but at the same time impotence in one’s ability to define and draw outlines.
Anna O.’s unsuggestible characteristics decline any kind of medical or even theoretical
intervention, thus revealing aspects, which eventually become central concepts of
psychoanalytic theory: resistance (Widerstand) as well as transference (Ubertragung).

Especially worthy of notice is the direction of such transference. Being faced with
Anna, Breuer is already at the mercy of the performer/patient; he must accept what is
given to him, what is presented as a mass of sounds, words and images, over whose
sequence and content he has no control, even though at this early stage, both Breuer and
Freud still cling to the illusion of command by hanging onto nothing less than
suggestibility of the entire setting, especially through hypnosis. Realizing the futility of
this procedure, Freud will ultimately regain total direction over the performance, by
creating a stable slab of psychic history through the Oedipus concept, and the general
notion of sexuality. It is only in this manner, that whatever escapes the patient can be
handled by always binding it to this psychic drama — Freud’s own ‘private theatre’. This

realization also sheds light on Freud’s reluctance and eventually his total opposition
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towards any attempt at limiting or weakening the theory of sexuality at the base of his
fully mature procedure. Because without this point of attachment, this tonic and the key
that opens the space already pre-marked and pre-formulated, the entire psychoanalytic
set-up would very quickly deteriorate into a cacophony of voices and their obdurate ‘he
said, she said’ soliloquy. The Oedipus Complex creates a very specific and non-
negotiable interval of distance. No matter what the patient says, he or she only expresses
a further removed or closer situated relationship of agreement, with possibly, dissonant
overtones, if the provided psychic material from the patient’s past, is a bona fide outlier.
This is a very similar solution Schoenberg will employ in reference to the basis on which
the 12-tone procedure rests, which treats dissonances as a form of agreement, or a further

removed consonance.

* ok ok

Anna’s hysteria is marked by the loss of centre, the loss of language, its idiom and
tonality. At one point she conducts conversion only in English, speaks ungrammatical
German, loses the power of understanding of her native tongue, reads only in French or
[talian:

...there appeared a deep-going functional disorganization of her speech. It first became
noticeable that she was at a loss to find words, and this difficulty gradually increased.
Later she lost her command of grammar and syntax; she also no longer conjugated verbs,
and eventually she used only infinitives, for the most part incorrectly from weak past
participles; and she omitted both definite and indefinite article. In the process of time she
became almost completely deprived of words. She put them together laboriously out of
four or five languages and became almost unintelligible... For two weeks she became
completely dumb and in spite of making great and continuous efforts to speak she was
unable to say a syllable... Her paraphasia receded; but thenceforward she spoke only in
English — apparently, however, without knowing that she was doing so... Nevertheless,
she herself could still understand the people about her who talked German. Only in
moments of extreme anxiety did her power of speech desert her entirely, or else she
would use a mixture of all sorts of languages. At times when she was at her very best and
most free, she talked French and Italian... She now spoke English and could not
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understand what was said to her in German. Those around her were obliged to talk to her
in English... She was, however, able to read French and Italian. If she had to read one of
these aloud, what she produced, with extraordinary fluency, was an admirable extempore
English translation (SE 2: 25-26).

Would it be a forced attenuation of facts to say that Anna used language not
semiologically, but rather musically? That she was not after meaning (a meaning that she
resisted in any case, and which Breuer was forcing her to find) but form? That she
combined various idioms, into a simultaneous presentation akin to the immediacy of
sound — a performance along the lines of extempore playing, referred to by Hanslick,?
where origination and execution coincide and free the acoustics of language, by making
music more like speech and inversely, speech more like music? This would mean that the
patient is speaking in a sort of speech-song, or Sprechstimme, Schoenberg’s favourite
technique of vocal performance.”®

This presentation of form, and curiously enough Anna’s form, will find later
expression in a formula of psychoanalytic treatment, where the episodes of altering states
of consciousness, loss of speech, translation, inexpressibility of meaning, absence of
awareness, reconfiguration of reality through the performance of symptoms, catharsis
etc., will become the basic components of psychoanalytic construction; singular elements
which repeat themselves in various sequences and inversions (like Schoenberg’s 12-

tones) that lift the entire composition of a disorder off its moorings, thus revealing its

% Cf. page 21 above.

*® The half-sung, half-spoken vocal technique of Sprechstimme originates at the end of the 19" century. It is
practiced by, among others, Engelbert Humperdinck in his melodramas. Schoenberg, in the course of
giving instructions to singers, emphasises that: “The melody in the Sprechstimme by means of notes is not,
except for isolated exceptions that are specifically marked, intended for singing. The task of the performer
is to transform it into a speech-melody, taking into account the given pitch... However, the performer has
to be very careful not to adopt a singsong way of speaking. That is not intended at all. In no way should one
strive for realistic, natural speech. Quite on the contrary, the difference between ordinary speaking and the
kind of speaking involved in a musical form should become obvious. But at the same time it must never be
reminiscent of singing” (in Joseph Auner, ed., 4 Schoenberg Reader, p. 118).
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hidden discourse. And the pulse of intrigue here, is the attempted twisting of the sign
which can only express the general impotence, if not a total lack of signification, into a
base for its reinvention, discovery and spectacular presentation.

Breuer’s encounter with Anna rests on the broad shoulders of expectation.®” This
is perhaps the signature of all treatment, all encounter with the ‘face’ of illness, but
expectation seems to take on new and monumental proportions in psychoanalysis. It is an
expectation of return, of being able to receive the history of a disease (its aetiology) as a
pay-off for an investment into the moment of engagement. This moment, which is not
only well picked and imbued with the potentiality of self-analysis, but also constructed,
whose facilitation requires all the experience, intelligence and cunning of the analyst to
be timely brought to bear onto the setting, forces the masquerade of disjointed
impressions into the ‘pointillism’ of expression. In this sense, psychoanalysis is about
nothing less than bringing the moment to its crisis, and then averting the impending
catastrophe by mitigating the stress via the process of narration which desynchronizes the
immediacy of expression from the emotion of the psychic event. Anna O.’s performance
then, is more than simply her ‘private theatre’ — it is rather something akin to the genre of
monodrama, where the act and its monistic, singular soliloquy, stands-in for the nexus of
de-ranged and distraught complications and implications of psychic dramaturgy.

The general typology of Anna O.’s pathological biography, of her lapses and their
momentary sequencing, would comprise, among others: absences (general dissociative
states), various forms of limb and facial paralysis, deafness, loss of speech, loss of

language, periods of utmost lucidity (normality), anorexia, bed confinement,

%7 This idea is well established in the medical circles at the time. In fact, the great inventor of hysteria in the
nineteenth century Jean-Martin Charcot, devotes his thesis for the professorship exam [agrégation] to the
concept of expectation. See Didi-Huberman, /nvention of Hysteria, p. 102.
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misrecognition of the people around her, general unresponsiveness to the environment,
recognition of and responsiveness only to her therapist (Breuer). As I tried to indicate
earlier, all these events belor}g to her, including the moments of absence (as Breuer refers
to them) or more plainly, the states of self-induced hypnosis. This base condition of
absence is caused by the secondary, intervening consciousness (what will later become
the psychoanalytic unconscious), which seeps into and eventually takes over Anna’s
waking reality. Given this, the analyst has to do no more, than to be present at the right
time for the performance to happen, in order to tap into the ready-made store of psychic
wealth. To facilitate such synchronization of events, of this convergence between the
patient’s and the analyst’s ‘visions’, all that at one point becomes sufficient, is the mere
mutuality of presence. Hence as Breuer points out: “I was the only person whom she
always recognized when I came in; so long as I was talking to her she was always in
contact with things and lively...” (SE 2: 26). This contact and affirmation of presence
takes on an interesting tactile aspect: “...she would never begin to talk until she had
satisfied herself of my identity by carefully feeling my hands” (SE 2: 30). In such context
of verification and validity, where he becomes merely an instrument in Anna’s hands,
any control that Breuer might seem or want to exercise, becomes not simply dubious, but
outright impossible; for it is not he who sets the rules of the game, but Anna, by
integrating him into the scene of her ‘obscenity’. Again, we can see here the first, basic
glimpses of what transference will mean to psychoanalysis, for as Freud says in his
writings on the psychoanalytic technique, the technology of its information gathering, can

essentially be reduced to transference, where the analyst becomes simply the catalyst, the
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mediating factor; a sort of amplifier of sound coming into the setting from the
unconscious.

Of course, the role of Anna O. in psychoanalytic history, the wire mesh of her
conceptual/linguistic formulations onto which psychoanalysis will be able to spread its
skin, whether in the form of the most enduring and significant theoretical contributions,
or the general technical praxis, has been well documented and acknowledged (for
instance, Ernst Jones in his biography of Freud, gives Anna O. credit, for precisely such
contribution). My re-emphasis of this early dynamic was conducted with two points in
mind: (1) as a reminder of its (or rather her) face, which in the annals of historical
‘ingratitude’ and ‘weightlessness’ often gets lost, becomes faceless, or simply assumes
the one of Freud, and more importantly (2) to re-focus its features, which will take the
form and the silhouette subsumed under the generality and impulse of expectation for a
figure, in whose embodiment and ‘sticky’ surface, the entire fin de siécle context, is

caught.
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3. Psychology of Expectation

The historical ‘habitus’ of expectation is not the one of a subject, as the self caught in the
context of modernity and its pathology, but more radically, the ubiquitous condition of
having expectations for a psychology — the kind of anticipation inscribed in weather
prognostications, or the prognosis for an illness.

Expectations submit to the uncertainty locked in the question of possession. They
resonate with anticipation, but often are only the fulfillment of fear and loathing.
Operating under the directive of possibility, they can just as quickly undermine it, when
the resolution of their potential turns out to be otherwise from what had been anticipated;
when the answer given is not what one wants or needs to hear. Freud falls under the
imperative of this ‘cast-iron butterfly’ of expectation, its flight, its dynamics of feeling,
quite blindly and unequivocally:

[ saw that my general prohibition has been ineffective and that I should have to take her
frightening impressions away from her one by one. I took an opportunity of asking her,
too, why she had gastric pains and what they came from... Her answer, which she gave
rather grudgingly, was that she did not know. I requested her to remember by tomorrow.
She then said in a definitely grumbling tone that I was not to keep asking her where this
and that came from, but to let her tell me what she had to say (SE 2: 62-63).

This exchange took place between Freud and one of his first patients, Frau Emmy von N.
It becomes something very typical. In spite of the fact, that at such an early stage (Freud
analyzes the woman sometime in 1888 or 1889, and includes this case in the 1895 edition
of Studies on Hysteria) all of this still appears quite naive and even amateurish, the
accentuation of the ‘request’ for a correct memory, and through it a correct/corrected
psychology, will eventually find much more sophisticated, subtle and intricate
expression, that lies at the heart of the psychoanalytic technique. But before that can

happen, psychoanalysis must experience an early, infantile stage in its development,
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whose grotesque immaturity sucks its own intellectual thumb, for the suggestion (to
understate this early form of psychoanalytic vaudeville, because we should really be
describing it as a demand) and the expectation to remember, and remember truly (as it
happens), takes on the distorted manifestation of physical/plastic and tactile form:

My therapy consists in wiping away these pictures [of trauma], so that she is no longer
able to see them before her. To give support to my suggestion I stroked her several times
over the eyes (SE 2: 53).

This technique of expectation or insistence (as Freud also calls it) is supplemented not
only by a likeability factor towards the patient,?® but also Freud’s infallibility:
In these circumstances [of defence or resistance] I inform the patient that, a moment later,
I shall apply pressure to his forehead, and I assure him that, all the time the pressure lasts,
he will see before him a recollection in the form of a picture or will have it in his
thoughts in the form of an idea occurring to him; and I pledge him to communicate this

picture of idea to me, whatever it may be... Only in this manner can we find what we are
in search of, but in this manner we shall find it infallibly (SE 2: 270).

All this now sounds quite comical to us, intimating a sort of strange alchemy of
conjuration; of forcing, extracting gold out of the impurity of traumatic metallurgy. And,
in fact, even Freud, in a large measure, discounts these early attempts at treatment. At the
conclusion of his report on Frau Emmy von N.’s case, Freud appends an extensive
footnote (one of the many in the main body of the text) which begins with these words:

[ am aware that no analyst can read this case history to-day without a smile of pity. But it
should be borne in mind this was the first case in which 1 employed the cathartic
procedure to a large extent (SE 2: 105).

But what happens later, in fact, could also be interpreted (as it indeed has been) with a
smile of pity — although such later, and periodically obsequious assessments, are of little
value within the frame of this discussion, since we are not trying to pass judgment on

Freud’s depth-psychology through the spectacles of its medical effectiveness, as a

* In a remarkable passage, Freud indicates that he will not take on a patient whom he does not feel
sympathetic towards: “l cannot imagine bringing myself to delve into the psychical mechanism of a
hysteria in anyone who struck me as low-minded and repellent, and who, on closer acquaintance, would not
be capable of arousing human sympathy...” (SE 2: 265).
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treatment. Rather, we are interested in the spectacle of its message in relation to the
motivation (intellectual, social, historical) underpinning its phenomenon, thus instigating
an encounter with its occurrence, in the first place.

What happens later, then, does not shed the identity of expectation and its
particular sort of naive ‘clothing’ — it simply prefects, sharpens and intellectualizes the
procedure for its expression, displacing uncertainty and the gesture of its suggestion onto
the fertile ground of deception via repression (Verdrdngung). If expectation often
disappoints in its outcome, deception is already a means of setback; a missed mark
through dis-appointed possession, whose resolution, as soon as it happens, brings with it
the positivity of finding a solution, even if intermittent. Hence, the issue here is not a
specific psychology, whose validity rests in the particular and pain-staking
development/enumeration of its contents (even when it seems like things operate to the
contrary). Rather it is an issue of form, a psychological frame, an expectation not of
fulfillment (of being filled-up, equipped with) but the expectation of a base condition,
which must be owned-up to, found and acknowledged: the psychology of namelessness.

All of this is very counter-intuitive, not only in relation to Freud, but also to our
current situation and its cult of particularity/uniqueness, enclosed in the name of
modernity, whose historical confines we have tried to apprehend by so many nicknames
in service of its definition. It is at this point, where the previously drafted and intimated
connection between early psychoanalytic ‘dramaturgy’ and Schoenberg’s first operatic
monodrama, can serve as a sturdy ‘work-bench’ for further engagement with the material

already presented and thus ‘prefabricated’.
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Apart from the year of its composition (1909) and the circumstances of its libretto,
Schoenberg leaves us with very few reflective clues or analytical remarks about the work,
that would provide ready-made openings, ripe for theoretical manipulation. It is easy to
suppose that he preferred that the music speak for itself (to whatever extent that is
possible). Before then, I will ‘request’ a different kind of memory from its history (I dare
not say correct memory) here is what we do know.

The libretto is the result of an encounter between Schoenberg and Marie
Pappenheim in Steinakirchen, in the late summer of 1909, although it is evident from
Schoenberg’s comments that he had already thought of composing an opera before then,
and waited for an appropriate collaborative opportunity, in order to explore such
possibility. That possibility presented itself in the person of Marie Pappenheim (Anna
O’s relative), whom Schoenberg met through a common acquaintance, and apparently
engaged in the project.29 There are conflicting reports as to what transpired next. Some
commentators (Bekker, Buchanan)’® relate that the central thematic idea was
Schoenberg’s, and that Pappenheim simply acted on his instructions. Others, such as
Kirchmeyer who bases his conclusions on an interview conducted with Pappeheim
shortly before her death, paints the opposite picture. According to this source,
Schoenberg is believed to have said to Pappenheim: “Write me an opera text, Fréaulein...

Write what you want, I need an opera text”, to which Pappenheim apparently responded:

# For a detailed account of the circumstances that led to the libretto and the composition of the work, see
Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg 1908-1923, pp. 89—100. An extensive, book
length form analysis of the opera is found in José Maria Garcia Laborda, Studien zu Schinbergs Monodram
“Erwartung” op. 17.

30 Bekker, P., Schonberg: “Erwartung”, in Arnold Schonberg zum 50 Geburtstag, 13 September, 1924,
“Musikblitter des Anbruch VI, 8 — 9 (1924); Buchanan, R., 4 Key to Schoenberg’s “Erwartung” (op. 17),
in JAMS XX, 3 (1967), quoted in Laborda, Studien zu Schonbergs Monodram “Erwartung”, p. 16.
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“I can’t write an opera text, at the most I can write a monodrama”.>! Whichever version
we accept, and for the moment forget about the constantly circulating theme of
belonging, ownership and expectation which has repeatedly been recycled in this text,
just like the woman in Erwartung runs through a whole gamut of feelings as she moves
through the forest,’” the final result was that the entire work was composed very rapidly —
it takes Schoenberg mere seventeen days to complete the entire score, after Pappeheim’s
delivery of the first draft of the text for which she needed three weeks.

If we are to believe Kirchmeyer’s account,®® Schoenberg adopts the text
unreservedly, making very few changes. But these alterations, even if minor, where quite
significant in their effect, given that they changed the entire slant of the narrative,
removing it from the clinical case study of hysteria (what Pappenheim envisioned, being
influenced by Breuer’s and Freud’s 1895 monograph) and throwing it into an ambiance
of psychological mysticism. Perhaps it would not be a wrong assessment to say that, not
unlike Freud, Schoenberg is circulating between the individual, clinical case of
pathology, and the general description of the unconscious forces that motivate it. In this,
he removes himself from the more practical, humanism of concern for the well being of
one particular person®!, and instead elaborates the logic, behind the type of a human

being, that all of a sudden proclaims itself, in the cloak of modernity.

*! In Laborda, Studien zu Schonberg's Monodram “Erwartung”, p. 16.

32 The incorporation of the forest into the story, just like (as can be reasonably speculated) behind the
Woman in the opera hides Anna O.’s experience, is taken from Pappenheim’s own biography: “She
experienced the forest two years prior, in Ischl, when, everyday around 10:30 at night, she had to walk
through a stretch of dark woods home” (in Laborda, p. 17, my translation).

* Ibid., p. 16

* This seems to be what motivates Pappenheim, given her medical training and her politics of
emancipation, as Bryan Simms points out: “Susceptibility to neurosis is the central subtext in Pappenheim’s
libretto. The Woman’s [sic] predisposition to hysteria, Pappenheim tells us through the Woman’s words,
was caused by an excessive reliance upon her partner, by having yielded her independence. This concern,
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The final copy of the music with words, bears the date of October 4, 1909, but the
opera (after a series of failed attempts) must wait until June 6, 1924 (!) for its first
performance in Prague during the festival of the International Society for New Music.

Erwartung enlists the already quite popular literary form of monodrama, whose
main practitioner is a Swedish playwright August Strindberg.”> The mono-dramatic form,
revolves around a fundamental reduction of the world; first of all, a reduction into the
shrunken dimensions of just one act, whose confines are meant to capture an event or a
happening in their existential circumstances, by condensing them into a moment of
intensity through the production of a divergent qualitative space; and secondly, a
diminishment of the subject, in the act of appending/pinning him to that space, by
disproportionately exaggerating the inner psychology, which in the process of
development and literary/musical treatment, externalizes what is considered the essential,
expressive element of the self — its emotionality and the confusion, violence,
mistreatment and compulsion contained within its physical form. In this sense, given the
structure of Erwartung as a monodrama, and its subject matter (a woman, passes through
a forest at night, in search of her lover, whom she finally encounters, as a murdered body)
this opera is, in a standard interpretation, associated with the general aura of
Expressionism and consigned to the important and formative expressionist period in
Schoenberg’s oeuvre. Schoenberg himself confirms this, when years later he points out

that: “In Erwartung the aim is to represent in ‘slow motion’ everything that occurs during

as Simms further indicates, is a continually running theme in Pappenheim’s later work, such as her 1949
novel Der graue Mann (“Whose Idea was Erwartung?”, in Constructive Dissonance, Arnold Schoenberg
and the Transformations of Twentieth-Century Culture, p. 103).

%% As will fully emerge later on in our discussion, Strindberg constitutes one of the most important creative
influences in Schoenberg’s work. In a 1909 letter to Alban Berg, Schoenberg writes: “Just see that you
don’t take the Dream Plays away from me, for I'm considering them myself. But some other Strindberg
work! I consider that very feasible! (in Joseph Auner, 4 Schoenberg Reader, p. 117).
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a single second of maximum spiritual excitement, stretching it out to half an hour” .

Thus, expressionism in general as well as Schoenberg’s Erwartung (including his other
opera from the same period Die gliickliche Hand) are associated with the prevailing
psychologization, not only of the self, but also and especially of the space around that
self. Whereas on the surface, there is nothing wrong with such an assessment, apart
perhaps from the fact that we have settled very comfortably into its dimensions, I also
wonder if there is something more to this, if there is something more that we can say
about it. In order to do so, we will have to treat the signification of Expressionism in
some detail below, all along reflecting on the sound (historical as well as specifically

musical) enclosed in the texture and work of its expansion and formulation.

3¢ Leonard Stein, ed., Style and Idea, p. 105.
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4. Vibrations of the Theme

One of the most rigorous commentaries on the phenomenon of Expressionism’’ (Figure
1, Appendix) comes from the Austrian-born critic and writer, Hermann Bahr,*® also a
vociferous adherent of the Viennese Secession. Historically speaking, Bahr should be
thought of as the fin de siécle’s version of a self-proclaimed Socratic ‘gadfly’, although
perhaps not on such a philosophically sophisticated level. He seeks out and assumes the
function of a catalyst, constructing his persona in exactly such a facilitation-conscious
manner, which has something of Freud in its analytical and polemical functionality. The

latter eventually takes over Bahr’s life completely, as is evident from the correspondence

7 As Luigi Rognoni points out in The Second Vienna School — Expressionism and Dodecaphony,
expressionism arose in Germany around the turn of the century, started maturing and identifying itself as
such around 1910, and withering around 1925. Of course any such mark up of borderlines is always
somewhat arbitrary and should be taken with caution, not to mention the differences of time-lines and
theoretical self-definitions in painting, music and literature. Literary expressionism, for instance, is
practically absent from Viennese modernism, but early forms of painterly expressionism (through Schiele
and Kokoschka, especially) as well as musical expressionism (through Schoenberg) are quite markedly
present, with lines of influence running from van Gogh and Rodin in the case of Schiele (see Patrick
Werker ed. Egon Schiele: Art, Sexuality, and Viennese Modernism, especially the essays by Albert Elsen
and Almut Krapf-Weiler) and Strindberg as well as Dehmel, in the case of Schoenberg. Rognoni also gives
this very interesting genealogy of the term, in a footnote, tracing it at least in part, back to Wilhelm
Worringer, who at one point will emerge in an important supporting role in our narrative: “Wilhelm
Worringer (in an essay on Cézanne, Van Gogh and Matisse published in 1911 in the literary review, Der
Sturm) was the first to use ‘expressionism’ as a critical term. However, some historians also attribute the
term to Julien-Auguste Hervé, who used it with reference to a group of his own paintings on view at the
1907 ‘Salon des Indépends’ in Paris. Still others recall that during a Jury meeting of the second ‘Berlin
Secession’ someone asked, with regard to a painting by Max Pechstein, if it was also ‘impressionism’, ‘No!
Expressionism! was the reply. In any case, ‘expressionism’, as an aesthetic and critical term, came into use
only after 1910” (Rognoni, p. 25).

Hermann Bahr’s Expressionismus, written just before WWI and published as a journal article in
1916 and in a book form only in 1920, comes obviously towards the end of the movement as a historical
phenomenon, but it is applicable for our purposes because it itself serves as a general, philosophical
commentary on the turn of the century, whose energetic appearance, in one of its instances, takes place
through the movement known as Expressionism.

’* Hermann Bahr was one of the most reliable and honest supporters of Schoenberg, in the very often fickle
intellectual circles of Vienna: “Among the Viennese writers at that time Hermann Bahr was like a prophet
of the new spirit. In all fields of art he helped and propagated the position which was called Sezessionistic
[sic]. He encouraged youth and attacked convention; he was an Austrian who understood the European
mission of his country... Bahr knew Schoenberg at that time from his Viennese performances and scandals.
He helped him artistically and as a person. He had set up a foundation for the support of fighting artists, to
which many rich Viennese gave their services and money” (Stuckenschmidt, Schoenberg, p. 98 and 143).

41

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



to his father, who was always suspicious of Bahr’s high-wire act of taking on the
responsibility for total and almost absurd reformatory message directed towards not only
the Austrian or German culture, but the entire human civilization.*’

Bahr’s commentary on expressionism revolves around the question of meaning,
of finding oneself in the upheaval of confusion that any in-the-moment situation brings
with it, naturally, but is especially exaggerated when that moment is robbed of its
figurative sense of accessibility, as was increasingly the case in the early 20™ century.
Having no choice but to give up the late Romantic rationality of emotional, social and
political Steigerung (elevation, whether as a class movement or the aesthetic principle of
beauty), the setting of fin de siécle modernity is no longer under the directive to maintain
itself according to the well established and clearly stated rules of the bourgeois society.
More radically, it is burdened with the responsibility for new, progressive and universal
definitions, which do not deal as much with the everyday and its restless disquiet of
increasingly strained demarcations, but rather with the whirl-pools of figuring out, and
figuring ‘man’ into a collection of signs, which can give what only signs can provide —
value. The entire question of modernism, especially the Viennese modernism, rests (to
use Marx’s language) on the reinvention, maybe even the discovery, of use-value at the
expanse of the bourgeois network of exchange-values.

The type of modernity we are speaking of, is a curious blend of ambiguous and
nameless forces (whose best exponent is perhaps the Freudian unconscious), which are
not necessarily organized in the spirit of progressive invention, or out of hand denigration

of the past, as is generally believed, but rather circulate around the question of

** See, for instance, Reinhard Farkas, introduction to Hermann Bahr: Prophet der Moderne, especially pp.
25-36.
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accessibility to a layer of experience which had always been there, but could not find a
means of expression. An attempt is made to unify experience and vault over the mesh of
tightening ensnarement in values which become increasingly exchangeable and
worthless. Such accessibility is wrapped around the issue of memory; of trying to re-
discover its pre-historic contents and thus counter the onset of amnesia. The indicators of
this, what we might call, indistinct presence, are semantically inscribed into the fin de
siécle’s Ur-formulations, as in Ur-schrei (primordial/primal cry), Ur-trieb (primal drive),
Ur-grund (primal/primordial ground or condition), Ur-mensch (primal/primordial
man/humanity) or even the Ur-laut (primal, indistinct sound).*® All these are employed in
the service of a new and unprecedented Weltanschauung, whose topography and
tendency, at one point create their own elevation and sloping, the pitch of this entire ‘turn
of” (turn of the century, of art, music, subject etc.) narrative; an arousal and deployment
of factuality that speaks to, what André Breton calls ‘slope-facts’ and cliff-facts’.*!

It is a factuality that slopes and drifts, descends and ascends, all the while
carefully balancing is steps as close to the edge as is possible, with the real chance and
acceptance of the danger of actually going over. Such factuality is able to live the fear of
its own inversion and potential implosion because it is not concerned with impressions
anymore (as we will see below, Bahr sets up his discussion of Expressionism against the
background of the just overcome Impressionism). In other words, this factuality, whose
trade-mark used to be the rationality locked in the purely visual mechanics of seeing and
display (publicity of an image without imagination, hence also the politics of imaging)

has forgotten its senses. This also means that expression is a counteracting move against

** See Luigi Rognoni, The Second Vienna School, Expressionism and Dodecaphony, pp. 1-2.
*! See Breton’s Nadja.
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the measured mechanics of motion which the standard of well-tempered and calibrated
perception (we can think here of musical harmony and painterly perspective as
exemplary) carries with it. Instead, phenomena acquire a topographically-surveyed gait
which makes it a priority to step over the safety margins, thus inadvertently and
indefinitely, turning the comfort of their reassurance into a scenario of anxiety. It is a
rebellion against the technological dissolution of margins in the containment field of
functionality. Thus, such a rebellious act is not so much directed against what we are
used to as the target in most interpretations of modernism, i.e., the world of cogs, levers
and pulleys, but a reaction which, in its rage, is almost exclusively turned towards and
against the body — its sensorium, the deceptive and mystical technology of organic
sanctum and the plagiarism of spirituality it effectuates.

The contradiction here, its placement, coalesces in the act of eliminating the body
as the target and expression of functionality — the most effective way of rendering
technology impotent, since one erases the centre that first engenders and then re-absorbs
it. This is accomplished by turning the body into a target of aesthetics; aesthetics as
analysis (not as the transcendental ideal of beauty) which renders, splints and fragments.
This is the only spectrum through which the call for the ‘new spirituality’ or the ‘new
man’ at the turn of the century can be made some sense of. There are countless literary
and polemical examples in these short few decades of Viennese and European
modernism, of precisely such cry initiated by its philosophical patriarch — Nietzsche.
Bahr repeats it, just a mere two and a half pages into his treatise on Expressionism.
Speaking of his resistance to the position of inclination towards such new expressionist

message, given the fact that, as he says: “I grew up with Impressionism. I was an
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Impressionist before I knew one”.*> Bahr does nonetheless overcome it, by convincing
himself: “You must learn to find yourself in it...new men are there, they bring the new
time what it needs...” (Expressionismus, p. 11, my translation). What they bring the new
time is nothing less than a new emotive ground out of which everything else should find a
way of growing.

The operational functionality of that time borders on the parabola of mythology
which makes the past vibrate according to a different range of frequencies:

I prefer ... simply to show, in what strange situation the clueless friend of art sees himself
today, how this newest art affects him, what in it elevates him, why he believes himself
threatened and what threatens him in it, and what it wants, why it wants it and if it does
not, perhaps want something, what now must be wanted, perhaps even something, what
has long been wanted, so that in this ultra-new the arch-old of humanity can once again
be recognized (ibid., p. 12, my translation).

We can, of course, recognize Freud here — the Freud of Totem and Taboo with its primal
horde and the killing of the Father, the Freud of Civilization and its Discontents and its
thesis of repression, the Freud of Beyond the Pleasure Principle with the primacy of the
death drive, as well as the Freud of Moses and Monotheism with its strange, fictional
history. All these texts aim at establishing the memory and the heritage of humanity in its
modern form by way of a recovery and reinvention — they are its reconstructions and
ultimately the legitimating archive for the immanence of its present expression. This is
not something unique to Freud*® but is the general adage of modernism, the thesis under

which it operates; modernism, which alight a foot (Figure 2, Appendix) nonetheless tries

2 Bahr, Expressionismus, p. 10, my translation, hereafter cited in text.

* Freud displays a very strange, even a neurotic, relationship to the thought of others, who might have
already said, in a large measure, what he is proposing. He acknowledges this state of affairs in places (even
though rarely), only to ignore the topic later, as is the case with Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, for example.
On the general theme of ideas which construct a direct line of heritage to Freud, see Lancelot Law Whyte,
The Unconscious Before Freud and Ludger Liitkehaus, ed., Dieses Wahre Innere Afrika. The latter source
is a compilation of excerpts from original philosophical texts dealing with the concept of the unconscious
in the preceding 200 years or so before Freud.

45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



to leave a new print, by not simply looking to the past, but through the identification of its
anchoring, re-inscribe its memory which would be shattering to the moment as co-
presence, releasing ‘the now’ in all its impulsivity. The uniqueness of this ‘historical’
outlook devoid of historiography (in the standard meaning of the term), but full of

biography, finds its origins in the idea and force of plasticity.

kK%

It is Nietzsche who, in one of his earliest works, deals precisely with the matter of
history, under which we seem to be relentlessly moulded and whose confines we might
want to escape, but cannot. Hence the title of this work takes on the outline of the entire
argument: Of the Use and Disadvantage of History for Life.* Nietzsche’s message is one
of caution and strategy. Despite the situation of repression, where a certain amount of the
past is pushed aside in favour of linear representations as historical facts, the exuberance
of the human civilization is nonetheless inescapably bound with it. Given this, the only
solution is to use the past, while handling it with care. Such use-value is created in and
through the force that is always and from the start inherent in history: the force of
plasticity, renewal and condensation into a form that can be put into our hands (handled):

In order to determine this degree of sleeplessness [as history] and, through that, the
borderline at which the past must be forgotten if it is not to become the gravedigger of the
present, one has to know precisely how great the plastic force of a person, a people, or a
culture is. I mean that force of growing in a special way out of oneself, of reshaping and
incorporating the past and the foreign, of healing wounds, compensating for what has
been lost, rebuilding shattered forms out of one’s self.*’

This exercise of memory and forgetting, their mutual reinforcement, is in fact almost

point by point, the procedure used by Freud to handle his patients and their biographies,

* Nietzsche, Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie fiir das Leben.
* Ibid., p. 10, my translation.
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which, for treatment to be effective, must be deposited in Freud’s hands and sculpted.
Now, this sort of plasticity as an agent which can be controlled and moulded is achieved
only by stepping away from the organic, while preserving its elastic nucleus. It is a way
of extracting the core of the body, its genius (the concept of genius is also of insistent
resonance in the modernist narrative) from the physical and cultural limitations of the
biological organism and the bourgeois processing of its confines; a way of discarding it
and making it insignificant as an obstacle. It is a search, which moves away even from
the heretofore most sophisticated definition of ‘man’, because man, even the wisest of his
species is “...a mere conflict and cross between plant and ghost”.*®

The radical forcefulness of the Jahrhundertwende modernity, its irresistible field
of attraction, as well as its extreme identity, find placement in the search precisely for a
typology that would support the ‘new man’ and his ‘humanity’ — a version of Nietzsche’s
Ubermensch. This is why, it is also the age of the manifesto and the expectation locked in
its literary form which becomes literal/real, precisely because the ‘looked for’ is a
manifestation of life in an entirely new universe.*’ But it is important not to fall back into
the reflexive, standard assessment of this time, as the hour of great contempt or renewal,
simply and purely. Rather, as I will continue to build my thesis, the contempt-renewal
dichotomy, should be understood as a tool in the project of an attempted reconstruction of
very intense and immense proportions — the most profound rendering (in the sense of
presentation and mauling) of the subject, since the time of Descartes. For what is there
once the subject has moved through the condition of being the ‘insignificant body’

(religious body as non-entity, as the non-base for experience) and its definitional

46 Nietzsche, Zarathustra, p. 13.
7 For an excellent anthology of some of the most significant manifestos written around that time, and well
into the last century, see Mary Ann Caws, ed., Manifesto — A Century of Isms.
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outgrowth as the stage of being a ‘split body’, the ‘docile body’, the
‘disciplined/technologized body or the hygienic/purified sexual body?*® What is there left
after this progression which takes place over the preceding centuries? Perhaps only this:
that now all of a sudden we are faced with the subject without a body — a bodiless organic
mass, whose compensation for this lack of corporeality, is found in the aesthetics of
plasticity, which is extended to everything around and which ultimately has no name, or
perhaps only the type of name that one finds in naming the body as matter, or the reality
as phenomenology or objectivity. Could this be the reason why art is put in the position
of living and of being alive in the everyday as its only currency, its use-value and
meaning — the spirit of practically all artistic/intellectual movements of the time, from the
Viennese Secession, onwards?

The reality of this disengaged modernism is a divorced materiality, of which the
most effective and drastic expression, due to its most extreme ‘natural’
plasticity/elasticity, is sound. This is why sound, its idea, its metaphor, image and the
amplitude of its tone, infiltrates almost every other mode of artistic expression, including
(what is especially interesting) psychoanalysis, thus giving it the ambiguous identity of
eroticized/aesthetic science. It is not a surprise then, that Kandinsky, for instance, falls
back onto the receptivity of sound to explicate the theory of colour, where ultimately
music and painting collapse onto each other, or maybe more accurately, find themselves
in each other’s arms — the grip that binds as it blinds, since now, one is supposed to sear

colour as well as see it.

* This line of progression, is more or less contained in Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, Madness
and Civilization and The History of Sexuality.
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5. The Groundlessness of the Body
and the Grounding of Arguments

The loss of ground or grounding which Bahr is at such pains to explain through the
phenomenon of expressionism, is the case of phenomenological erosion, which as we
know, had already been prepared some decades earlier by Nietzsche. This loss of centre,
or perhaps better yet, de-centering of the subject and through it a decomposition of the
body and its sensory ‘machine’, is an educational project, a new approach towards the
context of how ‘things’ are perceived. What is thus proposed, is the fulfillment and the
final accentuation of what Nietzsche, for instance, calls for in his historical philosophy; a
release point which, through its drifting perspective, gives up the worship of form as

man .

All philosophers have the common failing of starting out from man as he is now and
thinking they can reach their goal through an analysis of him. They involuntarily think of
‘man’ as an aeferna veritas, as something that remains constant in the midst of all flux, as
a sure measure of things. Everything the philosopher has declared about man is, however,
at bottom no more than a testimony as to the man of a very limited period of time. Lack
of historical sense is the family failing of all philosophers; many, without being aware of
it, even take the most recent manifestations of man, such as has arisen under the impress
of certain religions, even certain political events, as the fixed form from which one has to
start out. They will not learn that man has become, that the faculty of cognition has
become; while some of them would have it that the whole world is spun out of this
faculty of cognition.*’

Cognition, of course, is also and primarily spun-out of not only the wilful application of
consciousness harnessed to the act of being cognate, but also out of the entire range of
human, biologically endowed sensorium, which ‘man’ must disable, in the end, to
overcome himself and his own limit. The way towards the overcoming of this limit,
acquires (at least as an intermediary stage) the expressive modification of taste through

aesthetics, which works with the purpose of re-arranging the dullness, heritage,

* Nietzsche, Human All Too Human, p. 13.
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convention, convenience and apathy of our senses. In this way, the entire project of
modernism becomes a manifesto, or a workshop for the production of new taste that
would be responsive/reactive and not reactionary/reflective as it had been, paying
homage to intellectual and artistic education of the previous sensibility:

He, who has taste, immediately says yes or no, before he himself knows why. He, who
has taste, will be overwhelmed by pleasure or disgust, without being able to help it...
[but] what we today call taste is merely comprised of [cultivated] memories...”

To illustrate this argument, we can go back to the very interesting metaphor already
mentioned, found in Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, which compares ‘man’, even the most
elaborately constructed ‘man’, to something that spans the interval between a plant and a
ghost. The educational/cultural cultivation makes us grow fully into the mechanism of
Cartesian ‘dualism’ and its split between the mind and the body, thus always rearing us in
the direction of the ghostly part, as ‘men’ who are informed by thought, the most human
of all elementary defining traits. The paradoxical consequence that arises at the same time
as the prestige of thinking advances beyond its humble beginnings, is the creation of the
trough of efficiency and hence eventually, reduction of the body in its dimensions, given
that its potentiality is disciplined by instrumental rationality — a rationality that is in the
service of preserving thought and its ‘natural reason’ at all cost.

The body is truly at fault in Cartesian philosophy, not so much because it is a
physical substance, but because it is an imperfect, composite and ultimately divisible

materiality51 (i.e., materiality as objectivity and not pure thought), which generates a

% Bahr, Expressionismus, pp. 20-21, my translation.

*' It is such imperfection, fragmentation and divisibility, this spoiled part of objectivity, that fin de siecle
uses (to anticipate the progression of our argument a little) in its attempted discovery of another range of
empiricism, which is neither governed purely by the senses, nor falling back into abstract thought. This is
why Freud considers dreams, as not phantasmagoric illusions, but another layer of experience, of reality
and factuality.
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fundamental deception as to its ‘truth’ and ‘reason’ — its own identity; or said closer to
Descartes’ idiom, its fault lies in the fact that through it we cannot see clearly and
distinctly. This is why, reason, the way Descartes attempts to formulate it, is not a purely
reductive, instrumental formula of scientific thinking (the way we tend to summarize it,
even though such summary already constitutes a historical reformulation and an essential
corruption of Descartes’ ideology) but a certain, curious mysticism of doubt and
uncertainty, of metaphysical immanent materialism which is self-affective and thus the
underlying cause of the things immediately perceivable. The problem is not the
antagonism between our seeming perceptive insufficiency and the deeper hence true
thought. The correct view is found from the beginning in unison; in our ability not so
much to conceive of an arrangement that is more perfect than what we are by necessity
resigned to experience (because all conceiving or conception is already a second-order
construct in Descartes) but experience a materiality that is fundamental as this potential
which then gives rise to everything else as it is later represented — a formula whose
condensed form is the famous cogito ergo sum (I think therefore I am).

The curiosity of Descartes’ approach, is found in his extreme methodology of
doubtfulness, which in a twisted, circular way leads to utmost certainty. Because, after
everything objective and physical, including and especially the body and its senses, has
been discounted, and yet, one cannot deny that the self still exists, precisely because it
doubts, then the only conclusion as to the source of such existence becomes nothing less
than the power to be cognizant of that doubt, of thinking even when that thinking sees
only uncertainty and nothingness (at its most extreme) around it. Another way of trying

to understand this is: even though every extension of thinking is in itself imperfect and
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very doubtful, the fact that thought is applied at all and that it is able to think this
imperfection, question it and be suspicious of it, in itself constitutes the only definition of
truth. In Descartes’ own words:

Although it is not immediately apparent that so general a doubt can be useful, it is in fact
very much so, since it delivers us from all sorts of prejudices and makes available to us
an easy method of accustoming our minds to become independent of the senses ... the
mind, which in its intrinsic freedom supposes that everything which is open to the least
doubt is nonexistent, recognizes that it is nevertheless absolutely impossible that it does
not itself exist (Descartes, Meditations, p. 71).

As is well known, this epistemological principle opens a direct line of communication to
roughly 200 years of German idealism as well as Hume’s type of reactionary empiricism
against pure thought, which, curiously enough, ends up with a tattered philosophy of
extreme empirical scepticism.’® The first of these elevates thought and its spirit, the
second the sensory impression, to the highest principle of existential maintenance, all
along conscripting the body into the bare minimum of sufficiency and sustenance, only as
much as is required in support of the more perfect, in itself unknowable but in the
cunning of its manifestation, undisputable reason. Of course, in many ways all this is a
gross oversimplification, because the type of extreme Cartesian dualism that we like to
reference almost instinctively is not a dualism at all, but a complex singular level of
perception that would provide the raw-materials out of which any experience and
phenomenon in its ek-stasis (externalization) can find itself. What is known as the

dualistic version of this formula rests on the exaggerated elevation of awareness and

> Hume’s radical skepticism, concerns what he thinks is impossible to derive via the route of impressions,
i.e., causality of the type where ‘A causes B’. At most, what can be said is that A and B provide a
conjunction or a juxtaposition of factors, which is based on expectation, habit, sequence and association: in
short, all the elements which, as we will see, are used by the fin de siécle modernity, albeit for different
purposes. The task and the consequence of these associative-elements is not the “destruction of
empiricism” (neither is it the object and the effect of Hume’s philosophy) but, on the contrary, its
reinvention through what is already present in Hume’s thought, expectation and potentiality. For a good
synopsis of Hume’s philosophy see Bertrand Russell, 4 History of Western Philosophy. Hume’s argument
is contained in his Treatise of Human Nature.
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consciousness into limits beyond which they were never meant to go, i.e., the limits of
the clearly defined and conscripted internality, in whose internment thought, if it wants to
remain pure, must operate. In this sense, the outside world, speaking formally, does not
exist for Descartes, although practically even he is not able to ignore it. Hence it is these
two moments that are already enclosed in the immanent singularity of consciousness,
working to subvert each other and pre-mark the later expression of Descartes’ philosophy
of consciousness in the subject/object philosophy and beyond.

It is the underside or the underbelly of such a singularity that is most interesting,
in the context of our narrative, since it already intimates the idea of the unconscious force
that will later find its way into Freud through the heritage of the German continental
philosophy which itself acquires its bearings through this Cartesian mark of modernity,
but then displaces thought or ‘natural reason’ from its primacy, making it subject to an
influence beyond the immediacy of its expression, i.e., influenced by something that is
even beyond its control, which means beyond the range of its awareness, as is for
example the case with Schopenhauer’s concept of the Will.*®

In any case, not to get entangled in this philosophical setting too much (even
though it is important to establish some general outlines of what Viennese modernism,
via Nietzsche and his response, reacts to) it can be safely said, that since Descartes’ bold
philosophy of ‘out-of-bounds’ materiality and generic doubt as to its objectification
possibilities, much of what defines Western philosophy in the two centuries that follow,

is an attempt to bridge the cleft between the mind and the body, expressed most generally

33 For a fully worked out line of intellectual/philosophical heritage that leads through Descartes to the
configuration of phenomena that identify themselves as psychoanalytic thought, see Michel Henry The
Genealogy of Psychoanalysis, who in a very sophisticated manner draws out the implications, confusions
and entanglement of the philosophy of the ego as cogite stemming from Descartes and ending in the
Freudian contraption of the unconscious.
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through the problematic of subject and object. This is what Kant attempts through his
uncoupling of knowledge and phenomenal reality, what Hegel struggles with as the
phenomenology of spirit, and what Nietzsche reacts against in his attempt at nothing less,
than a reanimation and reinvigoration of the body; a philosophy whose most urgent
necessity works towards reclaiming of space for it, by giving it the type of Dionysian
exuberance, that would express its own kind of doubt-driven truth; an imperfection, if
still that, that completes the body in the excess of its design taken to the limit. But what
can be seen in all this early modern philosophical play of ‘the blind leading the blind’, is
that in spite of the resentment or the ambiguity that the body generates towards its own
presence, it has to be preserved, if not at all costs, then surely at the modicum of minimal
cost, depending on the idealism its biology is harnessed to, employed in support of. Such
irrational maintenance and overburdening of the body in the name of rationalism of truth
has, of course, always been evident at its most intense position in religion, especially
Christianity.

The technique of sensual reprimand, as Nietzsche astutely observes, works on the
basis of morality and the ressentiment inscribed in it, which rages against the body,
intervenes mechanically and treats its physique as an automaton which must be
continually fine tuned and purged in an attempt to prepare it for another reality. It is here,
that we must understand Nietzsche’s own philosophical rage, not simply as a way to
despise religion and its spirituality, but precisely the opposite: as action which means to
expose the false spirituality inherent in it, as a spiritual deception, because the spiritual
here is actually the carnal in another form. Such religious morality of carnally-oriented

resentment permeates all contexts of human existence, where the Christian religion had
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been able to take hold and in order to fight the battle for its liberation, one has to return
to the ground zero, the notion of spirituality and its expression. And this is the point,
where as we have seen, the idea of new taste, new humanity, or what Nietzsche refers to
as the ‘good European’ comes into the forefront, and is already, quite matter of fact, built
into Bahr’s entire argument for and his assessment of Expressionism, as well as the glue
which connects all the seemingly divergent currents of the Viennese modernism.

If “the ascetic ideal has not only ruined health and taste [but] has also ruined a
third, fourth, fifth, sixth thing as well...”,5 * because it inspires fear, anxiety and
repression in ‘man’ by affecting his senses and through these the created affectivity of
feeling, then the call for a new sense of taste as an opposing principle that would finally
unite the inner and the outer in some kind of performative operational structure, (as
opposed to privileging one or the other) is the only possible solution to the crisis of
spirituality — a crisis that the Viennese modernism identified clearly and felt acutely. The
unique solution that lies at hand, that is presented to us via the fin de siécle project of
reclamation, is an activity of continually re-defining and specifying the work of the

bodiless subject.

> Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, p. 145.
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6. Play of the Senses

The kind of modernity circa 1900 we have set out to investigate is a tattered, self-
mutilating and ‘senseless’ reality. Its sens, to use the French equivalent, gives us access
to and intimates both reason and directionality. In describing it as senseless, [ want to
emphasize and draw attention to the self-contradictory play of forces circulating through
its ‘nervous system’; a politics which is not in the business of administration but creation
of messages, or formulated still differently, a politics which is not to be interpreted and
viewed through the traditional association of its dimensions with a bureaucratic system
but more radically, with hermeneutics. And in this sense, such politics falls under the
general realm of depth, not unlike Freud’s depth-psychology, and its specific brand of
aesthetics, which generates messages and sets up an entire methodology of symbolism.
The message, in spite of its ‘senselessness’, is serious. It constantly attempts to
find a new direction, by giving up and losing the old, well-trodden ways. In this, it must
become irrational, in order to re-invent rationality through a resolution of the question
pertaining to the subject where the raging dichotomy of its ethical reinforcement or total
and exuberant release, must be patched-up by other means. Both of these initial responses
of reinforcement or release, operate on the premise of offensive manipulation, whereas
what transpires at the turn of the century is encapsulated in the idea of being defenceless,
of losing resistance (quite an obvious assessment if we think in terms of Freudian
psychoanalytic technique). Hermann Bahr summarizes this assessment quite well, when

19

he refers to the modern self whose: “...main characteristic used to be resistance [but]

today his main characteristic is defencelessness” (Bahr, Expressionismus, p. 24, my

translation). Bahr’s conclusion is not exactly accurate, since the paradigm of losing
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resistance and rendering oneself defenceless, is not a fait accompli, but a process where
the two components interpenetrate each other, exchanging leads. Where this modality
works at its most concentrated moments, of course, is psychoanalysis since becoming
readjusted to and part of a reality, is premised on giving up previous definitions which
were built on reclusive remembering. This is the way of synchronizing one’s subjective
presence with the seemingly chaos-driven timelessness of forces beyond one’s control.
And this is why, the question that arises in all its irresistibility and inescapability is this:
“Was ist iiberhaupt ‘echt’?” (ibid., p. 33) — what is really authentic? This question
applies not only to art, but also and especially to the ‘typography’ of man in a new
category, which must redress the entire expanse of reality. As we go on to reformulate
and continually specify its parameters, it will become apparent that the dimension of
genuineness circulates around the idea of the virtual as a certain architectural extension
of the physical, whose continual survival and vitality depends on redesigning the senses.
This means both, the loss of their general bio/social characteristics, as well as the
development of new ones through displacement and dislocation, perhaps best
encapsulated by Schoenberg, who at one point concludes that his ‘music’ can only be
heard when the recipient develops new ears for its reception — a theme of sensual
rearrangement that characterizes much of what is at stake in Viennese modernism.

The question of the genuine experience accompanied by loss and redistribution, in
its expectation and symptom, points towards a certain blurring of language. Speaking of
the Expressionist painting, Bahr concludes that: “It is not merely about art... [the
expressionists] paint a new philosophy, a new religion [and] the release of humanity”

(ibid., p. 39, my translation). The scale of such project automatically must involve a
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linguistic crisis (and much, if not all, of Viennese modernism falls under its burden),
which, apart from being a side-effect, is also necessary and deliberately pursued because
its prevalence and forth-coming is an indication of an attempt to express something non-
conventional and without an example (beispiellos). One thus falls into a type of linguistic
apathy, which in its carelessness is still communicative: “[If] obscure speech [dunkle
Rede] angers the listener, he does not like to hear the clear one, or overhears it; that
means, when truth is made too easy, too comfortable for him, then in turn he does not pay
attention to it” (ibid., pp. 45—46, my translation). Attention is the key condition because it
is the way one must dispense and dispose of it, refocusing the sense-organs and their
culturally moulded and biologically endowed organization, which provides
reconnaissance of the body, its interdiction (via symptom building) and its potential
release (via the removal of all that is repressive and resistant). And if we are to take stock
of Freud and Schoenberg, then the most efficient description would perhaps be that all
the complexity inherent in the oeuvre of both, can be reduced to an attempt at finding and
redefining the way one can and should pay attention; seeing oneself in the hermeneutic
mirror of not only how messages are to be interpreted, but how they are constructed
through the act of interpretation.’® It is then not at all surprising that Bahr’s next question,
after asking what is it that we can call genuine, asks simply: “What is seeing?” (Was ist
sehen?).

Bahr’s discussion about the ‘nature’ and the phenomenon of ‘seeing’, builds

towards what will later emerge as an interesting merging of the senses — the hybrid

%5 For a very interesting and compelling discussion of how Western modernity since the 19" century, starts
to define experience in terms of how one pays attention, and the vicissitudes as well as corruptions
associated with it (like the phenomenon of distraction which becomes an important concept in some of the
most famous critiques of modernity, especially that of Benjamin through his ‘loss of aura’) see Jonathan
Crary, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture.
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Augenmusik, or the music of the eyes. The road leading towards this very curious
formulation is quite straight forward. According to Bahr, “the entire history of painting is
always a history of seeing” (ibid., p. 51, my translation). But it is not a simple history,
because seeing is not equivalent to vision, and this already implies a removal from the
immediacy of the moment of perception as looking, thus unearthing a kind of artistic
ability to see into a layer of depth beneath appearance. Thus, the quality of such a look is
not simply sensory/mechanical, but rather intellectual, releasing the apparatus of an eye
which thinks, from the ‘autism’ of mere sense impressions: “That is why, the entire
history of painting is also the history of philosophy, especially the unwritten one” (ibid.,
p. 51, my translation). This type of seeing proposes a resolution of the inside/outside
split, between the mind and the body, once again splicing together what became known
as the Cartesian division:

Two forces produce an effect, one upon the other, one outer and one inner, both basically
unknown to us. By itself neither is sufficient. Appearance is created through both of these
together. It is different for everyone, according to his own weaker and stronger interest,
the activity of his eyes, the weight of his experience, the strength of his thought, the reach
of his knowledge. When one of these conditions change, every appearance must change
with it. Most of the time man is not at all conscious of these conditions. But it can also
happen that he feels them strongly then it can also transpire that he wants to change them.
As soon as he becomes aware that his seeing is always an effect of an outer and his inner
force, it becomes an issue of what he trusts more, the outside world or his own self, In the
end, all human affairs are determined that way. As soon as he is at the point where he
learns to differentiate between his own self and the world, where he says I and you,
where he divides the outer and the inner, he has only one choice, either he flees from the
world into himself or flees out of his own self into the world, or finally he remains at the
border between the two; these are the three positions of men towards appearance (ibid.,
pp. 54-55, my translation).

The third and the last of these subjective positions is the solution that the turn of the
century Viennese modernism produces, to reform perception and seeing, without the
previously necessary step of also reconstituting the subject in a supporting role. Because

the task now, is not simply to use what is given and decide in favour of mind or body, but
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to add to the sensory machine, thus extending the senses in new, unusual and unexpected
ways. Anything less than that will replicate the inflexibility of the old dualism, because
this type of adversarial system always takes as the starting point the limited possibility of
reconciliation into account first and foremost, whereas the age of new spirituality of the
most recent, hyper-modernism (including our present, which finds its founding mysticism
in the fin de siécle) comes forth through the opposite premise: it acknowledges the
impossibility of the body to reconcile itself with what faces it, whether medically,
socially or psychologically, and instead constructs engineered ways of delay, of
displacing the moment when the body and its habitus come face to face and thus into the
anxiety of rising expectations.

This is how the contrast between the classical age (the type of ‘man’ engendered
by it) and modern consciousness emerges:

There comes the classical man, who, as Goethe says, “thinks himself one with the world
and that is why he perceives the outside world not as something foreign that enters into
the inner world of man, but rather he finds the corresponding images of his sensations in
it. Since then, the entire history of the West merely develops such classical man. In the
meantime, there always arise memories of pre-history that worrisomely threaten the
classical evolution; it remains stronger (ibid., p. 60, my translation).

As we learn from Foucault,® the classical subjectivity, in its constitution, operates
according to the progressively accentuated principles of resemblance, representation and
classification, all in the effort to find a commensurable reflection of what that subjectivity
sees in the outside world and its order. All these moments of knowing depend on a very
specialized and highly developed mechanics of seeing; the perspective imbued, objective
look of a purely mechanized eye. We are already familiarized with an assessment,

especially in the post WWII cultural theory which, to a large extent, denigrates the type

%6 See Foucault, The Order of Things.
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of world view the classical look produces®’ and we find something similar in Hermann
Bahr:

['The classical look] is the look of trust towards nature. Man turns himself more and more
away from his innateness towards the outside. He becomes more and more the eye. And
the eye becomes more and more perceiving, and progressively less negotiable. The eye
does not have its own will any more, it loses itself in the stimulus, until in the end it
becomes completely passive, nothing more than a pure echo of nature. Goethe still asked:
“What is looking without thinking?” Since then, we have lived it. We can now answer his
question and say to him, what it is: Impressionism.

Impressionism actually is the completion of the classical man. What the
impressionist looks for in seeing, as far as this is still somehow possible, is to separate
everything that man can bring into the stimulus of his own accord. The impressionist is
that attempt, to leave nothing of man but the surface network. One is obliged to remind
the Impressionists that they do not “carry through” a picture. It would be more correct to
say: they do not carry out seeing ... and the impressionist mistrusts man, just like the pre-
historic man mistrusts nature ... he goes back to the first, initialization of seeing, he
wants to see the stimulus in us at its first entrance... (ibid., pp. 61-61, my translation).

A page later, the summary conviction of Impressionism reads: “It is the gaze of a time,
which trusts only the senses, but is mistaken as to all the other powers of man” (ibid., p.
63, my translation).

But contrary to Bahr, it can be argued that Impressionism retrieves the truth of
vision, by registering the elementary imaging of the light stimulus, as it is really seen by
the internal apparatus of the retina, thus giving us a more valuable, more ‘information
nurtured’ set of data, whose potential lies precisely in its non-formative aspects, about
which a decision still has to be made. In this sense, the image thus presented, by
bestowing upon us the power of decision we normally do not have (since in the eye all
this happens involuntarily and instantly), and giving us the option of entering a state
which normally is but an impulse of a relay-station, also dispenses the possibility of
existing in a space usually unavailable, and thus existing ‘otherwise than’. Yet Bahr is

quite unequivocal in his judgment. The fault of Impressionism, its artificiality and

> For a comprehensive review of such an attitude in French theoretical circles, see Martin Jay, Downcast
FEyes.

61

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



deception, lies not so much in its technique but in the fact that it considers what it
pictures as understanding of the human condition, thinking that the latter can be simply
reduced to a network of sense-impressions which make ‘man’ one with the world, just as
we have seen, Classicism proposes to do: “The impressionist ... tries to uncouple
appearance from the observer. The final result is: both dissipate” (ibid., pp. 6465, my
translation).

The task then is: “To come in the middle between Impressionism and
Expressionism, to complete seeing, that violates neither the man nor nature, but gives
both of them their due...” (ibid., pp. 67-68, my translation). This is because,
Expressionism being attached to its own ideology, also deals in impurities which allow it
to go only so far on the way towards the release of the subject from its mandate, from the
role that is artificially imposed on it — that of mediating between thought and experience.
Instead Bahr, and through him Viennese modernism, calls for a new hybrid condition of
sensuality, which depends not so much on re-accentuation of the senses, but (as was
already pointed out) their extension through re-inscription onto a new space, a new
surface and field of attachment. The hope is that they can be regenerated in such a
displacement — a sort of conceptually inspired and aesthetically carried out cloning with
qualitative modification, which undermines the biological and the physical integrity of
the body, without losing the always necessary field of containment it provides. It is at this
point, that Bahr starts discussing the idea of an inner, spiritual eye and the ‘musical-eye’
— the music of the eyes (Augenmusik).

The retuning of rationality which permeates the project of redesigning the human

form into, up until then, an undiscovered plasticity is a culture of design. It explores and
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employs a plastic force, which must be tapped from the depths of a new perception
apparatus, which does not simply skim the surface, as the eye would, but rather extracts
the unknown element somewhere from below its skin, thus gaining access to a store of
energy, akin to the Freudian unconscious:

...this spiritual [mental] seeing, of which some people, and in the childhood almost all,
are capable, is more than mere remembering or a mere reproduction of sensory seeing. It
is its own production, since the spiritual seeing has a creative power, the power to create
the world according to different laws than the laws of sensory seeing (ibid., p. 84, my
translation).

It bears repeating that what is at stake here, is not a re-constitution of the subject, but in
fact its location through a loss, especially the loss of its physicality, of its body as a
symptom of its blindness. Only by starting away from man’s general, biologically
endowed constitution, of its disregard, can the new factuality and its phenomenology be
brought into relief, in both senses of the word, as the accentuation of its topography and
through it, a relief or a release from the imposed mapping of his psychology through the
limiting mechanics of the sensory organs. Such starting place of being where ‘he is not’,
is a corollary to Freud’s famous ‘Wo es war, soll Ich werden’, ‘where it was, I shall come
into being’. It is thus the case for the Viennese modernism as it is for Freud and as we
shall see for Schoenberg, that the symptom of the body (in various forms) will have to be
overcome, or at least relegated to a lesser, intermediary stage, in the play of, the play for
the rediscovery of what Ernst Mach refers to as the unrettbares Ich, the unsavable, non-

salvageable 1.>*

%% Ernest Mach, playing the typical polymath role of the 19" century intellectual/scientist (his activity falls
under the fields of philosophy, psychology and physics), writes about the concept of the ‘I’, already in
1885, in his Antimetaphysische Vorbemerkungen (‘ Antimetaphysical Observations’). In it, he advances the
materialist view, that the unity of the ‘I’ and its objective consistency, is only a practical matter of
convenient description. If things are considered carefully, we will realize that the ‘I’ is comprised from
various, particular and disjoined elements (just like the physical body) which give it a fragmented nature,
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Bahr’s project falls into a long line of philosophical descent, which tries to
reconcile abstract thought with worldly experience. Relaying on the authority of Goethe,
Bahr concludes that the identity of the problem, its face after a// the masks had been
removed, is a split, a cleft or a hiatus that arises out of the disjuncture between subject
and object. And whereas previous systems of thought attempted to bridge this gap by
manipulating, extending and, in the end, disproportionately exaggerating the
objective/physical or the spiritual component, the solution now needs to find a way to
inhabit this split, this distance between the inner and the outer. Such a solution, as we
will continually see, creates some very interesting consequences, which, in general, draw
the confines of what we like to call modernity — its condition and conditioning. The nexus
of this chain of consequences expresses itself in a technique of aestheticism which is not
simply an affective projection of feelings and moods, of the inner self in its psychology
(the standard description of Expressionism), but rather becomes a certain methodology of
the self — a new twist in the long history of its progression.

The aesthetic identity thus derived could perhaps be best described as
synesthesia, confusion, blending and scrambling of senses in the production of display,
which is akin to Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk — the total work of art. The art of such
display operates on the basis of collection, or more accurately gleaning, in the old sense
of the word, i.e., going out into the fields after harvest, to pick, glean, whatever is left
over. Because now, the only refuge that can be found, the only space available is the field

of uncultivated leftovers of drives, impulses, instincts and forces, which to the ego appear

from the start; a condition of the ‘I-Complex’ from which there is no remedy: “The ‘I’ is not an
unchanging, certain and sharply delineated unity (p. 141, my translation). It consists of partial elements,
Jjust like all reality is constructed from tones, colours, various elementary quantities. That is why “the ‘I’
has a low consistency, just like the body” (p. 138) and why it cannot be saved (‘Das Ich ist unrettbar’). See
the shortened version of the aforementioned essay in Die Wiener Moderne, pp. 137-145.

64

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



as fallow land, spread out in the namelessness of its depravation. But one still needs a
method of approach, a channel of accessibility and communication with that space of de-
formation, which ironically involves yet another investment, yet another re-drawing of
the border, a new line in the sand. That line erases the old confines of the body as
opposed to solidifying it for the collective purpose of a political ideology.

Erasure then, whose trace is especially stark in the paintings of Egon Schiele
(Figures 3&4, Appendix) where the body is treated, or submitted to a type of botulism, or
even leprosy, where muscular paralysis sets in, and where the bodily confines are
continually fatigued, to the point that its totality, somewhat innocuously, like chalk-lines
on the blackboard, is finally jettisoned. Here is a method charged with its particular bland
of mysticism because it looks towards the beyond, if only in its longing looks towards the
Orient as general inspiration, a common characteristic of Viennese modernism. But it is
an ‘unburdened’ mysticism, which does not deem it necessary or proper to cover itself
with stagnant materiality (as is the case with religious mysticism, for instance) as an
excuse for the indiscretions of its always innate aggression; aggression because it wants,
needs to be somewhere else and apart from the here and now. But let us not be mistaken:
of course the subject still experiences his skin and bones. The difference now is how
much importance, how much weight they have for him. The answer: only as much as the
amount of resistance, the frequency, shape and density of obstacles encountered along the
way, will allow him to feel — otherwise, everything else should be experienced in the
perpetually intoxicating state of weightlessness — an alias for this ‘uncivilizing force’ to
which the entire setting makes a reference, an acronym for the Freudian unconscious

which will perpetually be in need of being deciphered through listening, a pseudonym for
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atonality as well as expressionism, for which one will need new ears, as Schoenberg says.
These ‘new ears’ are of the order of what today we would call a genetically engineered
appendage to the body, which is more than just a technological solution of a prosthesis —
because these are the eyes that can also listen.

Bahr’s final encounter, therefore, with the meaning of his time, the time he is
inextricably caught up in, manifests itself through an interesting play with body parts:

As soon as the waves of our inner life hit up to the eyes, we see our inner life, like we
hear it, when its waves hit the ear. What, then, does all [effect] of music touch upon? To
the tone-artist, the tones do not come from outside. He does not hear the world, he hears
himself, the resounding of his soul in him... [And] what the painters of the newest
movement want is, so to say, eye-music [Augenmusik] (Expressionismus, p. 104, my
translation).

A play, a musical comportment and composition, which steps into its own by inserting
the eye into the ear because “man wants to find himself once again” (ibid., p. 110). This
manoeuvre is also supposed to expose technology, strip it naked by removing its
imposing gravity, negotiating its technique away from the body, making the latter itself a
method of approach: “This is what it is all about. Everything that we experience is simply
this immense struggle for man, a struggle of soul with machine. We do not live any more,
we are only lived” (ibid., p. 110). What the ‘man’ is lived by, is precisely the technique of
the bourgeois world and its habitat, its gestus:

Never has a time expressed itself more richly and strongly as the bourgeois rule in
Impressionism. The bourgeois rule was unable to bring forth music or poetry, all music
and poetry of its time is always either an [emulation] of the past or an anticipation of the
future... Impressionism, is man’s defection from spirit. The Impressionist is the abased
man who thus degraded, becomes a gramophone of the outside world...the man of the
bourgeois world does not carry through his life, he stops in the middle of seeing, for the
man of the bourgeois world stops in the middle of life, just there, where the interest of
man in life begins (ibid., p. 112, my translation).

And this is why:

Instead of the eyes, the impressionists have still a pair of ears, but no mouth. For the man
of the bourgeois time is nothing as the ear, he listens to the world, but he does not breath
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it he has no mouth, he is unable himself to speak about the world, to pronounce the law of
the spirit. But the expressionist tears the mouth of humanity open again (ibid., p. 113, my
translation).

The mouth is pried open via the eyes that listen (Figure 5, Appendix) — a strange decent,
a grotesque heritage of forced, accosted, compelled and accelerated evolution. The play
of the organs: The mouth that is open, via the eyes that listen, hence also a production of
sound, a scream: “...man cries after his soul, the entire time becomes one and only cry in

need [emergency, Notschrei]” (ibid., p. 111).

* ok k

The entire Jahrhundertwende epoch is characterized by such cry. There are many specific
references to it, not only in Vienna, but all over Europe. The Futurists for instance cry
and shout to the point of exhaustion. And perhaps the most famous representation of its
necessity is Munch’s The Cry, although his comes somewhat earlier, in 1883, anticipating
all the ones that are to follow. And surely, we can see and accept that a similar event
takes place in psychoanalysis, because there is not only something that cries out from the
depths of the psyche, but it also makes itself heard through the voice, its clamour,
desperation, indiscretion — speech that yields under the compulsion to yell. Of course,
there is also Schoenberg, whose compositions employ the voice more than any other
instrument — a voice that in its Sprechstimme style, often goes off the scale, not only in its
pitch and volume, but also in its coherence. It is a voice that tears itself apart, as it
escapes the body, and then shatters its own crystallization as it comes into contact with
the mass of air, as the latter all of a sudden and unexpectedly presents a serious obstacle
to its own identity. A disembodied voice, which means to announce the time, or maybe

only a moment of ecstasy (literally, being out of the body). Perhaps what we are
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witnessing here, is a reversal of what Deleuze calls ‘the body-without-organs’>® and that
would mean: we are in an uncomfortable presence of ‘organs-without-a body’. We can
look to Schiele’s painting again for an image: the twisted limbs, discoloured, as if singed
skin, exaggerated, contorted hands, definitely a new kind of anatomy, which almost
makes the body translucent in its opacity. It is a new perspective (in the sense of ‘seeing
through’ and ‘seeing clearly’ form Latin perspicere) which visualizes sound and renders
vision sonorous, because it almost seems that we are not only seeing here the internal
human anatomy inside out — a transgression in the functionality of its biology, but we
hear it at work, like in the anechoic chamber, which a few decades later, will actually be
used by John Cage, to further push the limits of what should be considered as sonorous.
All this coalesces into a new surface of engagement with reality, which dispenses
with proportionality, homogeneity and continuity (found in linear perspective) and
implodes into a new symbolic form, which makes the space conform to the dimension of
the body, and not the other way around, where space is there as such a priori and the
body must be always integrated into it in a dimension-conscious way. Given that it
assumes a defining function, that it is a nexus of intensities, dynamics and inflections in
service of a physiognomic message other than its own physicality, the body also creates a
condition of instability, error and accident. This is the only way that art brings life into
itself and is able to “produce life out of itself” (Bahr, Expressionismus, p. 114); the only
way that marks the intersection between art and body, mixing them together into one

plastic mass, for better or worse.

% See Gilles Deleuze, The Thousand Plateaus.
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7.  Play of Surfaces

The 1927 study Perspective as Symbolic Form by Erwin Panofsky, apart from its purely
academic message, in itself constitutes an early response to fin de siécle modernism. It
follows closely on the footsteps of Vienna’s pre-eminent art historian Alois Riegl who
influences an entire generation of cultural theorists.®® From our own position, especially
interesting is the juxtaposition of divergent elements, the way these attempt to totalize the
present from the moment of reflection into the past. The discussion over the next few
pages, will engage both voices in their originality and response, intermittently.

Riegl is the greatest Austrian art historian of the decades around the turn-of-the-
century. His claim to fame is the reformulation of the up until then dominant paradigm of
art history, the one proposed and practiced by Gottfried Semper; a historical view whose
method concentrates solely on the technical aspects of art, to the exclusion of its broader
network of connections and significations. Riegl’s argument expressed through the
concept of ‘the will of art’ or ‘art’s will’ (Kunstwollen), displaces the technical aspect of
art production onto a secondary place, elevating the total, creative and cultural meaning
of its manifestation to the forefront.

The discourse of Kunstwollen is lodged firmly in the distinction between
technique and method. Riegl argues that technique and the technology of its construction,
cannot serve as adequate basis to identify the characteristic profile of an art period; that
the latter must be approached through a method that in some measure stands apart from

the intricacies of technical praxis. This formula has a further consequence. On another

% Riegl’s Sptromische Kunstindustrie (1901), for instance, is a book to which Walter Benjamin ascribes
the greatest influence on his thought. See Charles Rosen, “The Ruins of Walter Benjamin”, in Gary Smith,
ed, p. 134.
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level, it expresses the crucial difference between the subject and the self — the latter being
a genuine artistic creation, when art, in its truth acquires individuality, and the self, in its
authenticity becomes a piece of art.

By all accounts, subjectivity as a point of view, a point of apprehension and
representation, arises during the Renaissance with the technique of linear perspective and
the set motion of its operation. We can find clues of such a meaning, in the word, and its
more standard, political context of being subjected or the ‘subject of’, which from
subicere to ‘place under’, combination of sub-‘under’ and jacere-‘to throw’, provokes all
the connotations of being subjected, subjugated, being subjects in the political sense, but
also being on display, being viewed and under investigation or surveillance. In this way
one also becomes the subject-matter, a store or an archive of histories, experiences,
knowledge, their orthodoxy and implicit corruption, which must be known, studied and
uncovered. Perspective is space, or more accurately a ‘slice’ of space that one chooses to
pay attention to. It engenders subjectivity not only because it imposes on us a certain
notion of viewing, but in its servile attitude, since it presents a vista, an opening of space
for apprehension, seemingly in its all revealing nakedness. In a very ambitious and
sweeping way, Riegl proposes to his contemporaries, that history of visual arts can be
divided into three general periods based on divergent ways of perspective or seeing. Such
historical perspectivalism (on at least two levels, because all history is necessarily a
perspective engendering exercise) is, interestingly, based on the mechanics of distance. In
a series of lecture notes, published posthumously as the Historical Grammar of the Visual
Arts, this issue of historical perspective and its backward, contemplative gaze, is spread

out along a three-pronged spectrum which identifies: (1) the near view, encompassing the
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voluminous heaviness, symmetry and tactility of Egypt; (2) the normal view,
encompassing the subtle balance between naturalism and idealism found in ancient
Greece; and (3) the far/distant view, which speaks to the early Renaissance modernity,
and its focus on optics, proportionality, evenly distributed dimensions and clearly
identified placement of vision in the point-of-view/vanishing-point dichotomy of
bondage. If painterly perspective, preponderantly implicates the body in relation to what
is known as the apex or the point-of-view, then Viennese modernism turns this formula
right around, by redrawing the body itself into the vanishing-point, or the point that
vanishes, as opposed to thinking of it calmly, as the static tip of visual orientation, that
only looks longingly towards the horizon. To understand this, we have to consider
Panofsky’s response to Riegl’s provocative historical optometry.

The basic principle of Panofsky’s argument considers perspective as a special
case of cognition — therein lies perspective’s symbolism, and the power of its form. The
special case in support of this cognitive field, is made through, not simply what happens
to the subject, but in the fact of the subject. Perspective, by objectifying the idiomatic and
unwieldy organization of space inherent to the untrained eye (the pre-perspectival vision),
has the effect of recoiling, what Panofsky calls, the psycho-physiological dimension, in
favour of the geometric/mathematical space. This kind of recoil, or passing off the
responsibility for visual representation (and through it a specific world-view) to a deviant
principle from the norm more or less found in the biological nature of human senses, is
cast in terms of aesthetic space vs. theoretical space. The former uses visual symbolism
of asymptotic spatial relations to signify perception, in opposition to the latter, which

collects these same material-perceptions into the stabilizing but also enervating
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coordinates of logical representation.®’ It is like rolling-up a carpet under one’s feet,
while, at the same time standing on it and flattening the image, but in that, also making it
consistently available for contemplation and viewing.

The event of the subject can only take place in this act that abrogates the
independence and responsibility of objects in space (their individuality, so to say),
subjugating them to a field of vision and observation, that will always arrange them in a
certain proportion to one another, no matter what point of view will be taken. Whereas
the ancient Greek, in his psycho-physiological ‘perspective’, creates space as the
expression and a consequence of the bodily presence which must be accommodated, the
geometrical perspective immobilizes it by giving space a priori qualities of homogeneity,
seamlessness and smoothness, thus clothing the body irrevocably in its dimensions.

Panofsky’s project, proposes to differentiate between the ancient and the
Renaissance perspectives (an observation which already arises in Riegl), suggesting
further that the Greek visual field, at least in part, was more intimately calibrated,
because its perspective was based on the curved as opposed to linear spectrum, whose
expanse one apprehended through vision at an angle (Euclid’s VIIIth theorem) and not

the immobile, monocular point of view. Such a loss of perception and vision, falls in line

® Describing ancient Greece, Panofsky concludes that: “The art of classical antiquity was a purely
corporeal art; it recognized as artistic reality only what was tangible as well as visible. Its objects were
material and three-dimensional, with clearly defined functions and proportions, and thus were always to a
certain extent anthropomorphized. These objects were not merged in painterly fashion into spatial unity,
but rather were affixed to each other in a kind of tectonic or plastic cluster ... the represented space remains
aggregate space; it never becomes that which modernity demands and realizes, a systematic space
(Perspective as Symbolic Form, pp. 41-42). Panofsky goes on to relate a time-line which works
consistently and doggedly towards the erosion of this type of aggregate space, with the result that, around
the time of the Renaissance, the aggregate space becomes completely translated into systematic,
mathematical space, based on the flattening of the three-dimensional, phenomonologically vital space of
the ancients, into a two-dimensional surface of modernity; the individuality of bodies and objects as space
is removed in favour of the predictability of their movements in space, even though the latter manifestation,
is not without its own benefits.
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with Bahr’s argument about the erosion in our ability to see. The consequence is the loss
of self, although Panofsky is much more cautious and indecisive about this last point:

...the perpectival view, whether it is evaluated and interpreted more in the sense of
rationality and the objective, or more in the sense of contingency and the subjective, rests
on the will to construct pictorial space, in principle, out of the elements of, and according
to the plan of, empirical visual space (although still abstracted considerably from the
psycho-physiological “givens”). Perspective mathematizes this visual space, and yet it is
very much visual space that it mathematizes; it is an ordering, but an ordering of the
visual phenomenon. Whether one reproaches perspective for evaporating “true being”
into a mere manifestation of seen things, or rather for anchoring the free and, as it were,
spiritual idea of form to a manifestation of mere seen things, is in the end little more than
a question of emphasis (Perspective as Symbolic Form, pp. 71-72).

Whether or not one reproaches Panofsky for trivializing and underestimating the
consequences of such ‘matter of emphasis’, one thing is indisputable: the bestowed
responsibility for vision onto the subject in both objective and subjective moments, since
it is exactly the subject who now must carry objectivity within his conceptual apparatus.
In this sense, the world and its contingency, a contingency that the subject achieves in
name only, since he has no choice but to carry the visual cone around as an indispensable
technique of self, disappears (Figure 6, Appendix). And it is this sort of underestimation
that the fin-de-siécle Viennese modernism, rebels against. The slogan of this rebellion, as
was already intimated, is the freeing of ‘man’ from the shell of the subject. This
manoeuvre, rests on the idea of art, which like Schoenberg’s music recoils from harmony
and its implication in homogeneity and proportion, for the benefit of organicism, not in
the sense of a new biological principle, but in the guise of the organum, the ‘play of

organs’ and their surfaces which are liberated from the constricting body, whether it is
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the physical body, or the body of knowledge as perspective, tradition and the technique
that harmonization carries within itself.®*

There is nothing more unpredictable than the disembodied ‘organ’, whose
outlines, freed from the operational imperative of the mechanical system, and now
imbued with the expectation for a new action (performance), connect through a network
of an alternate, plastic and malleable aggregate space; a space which is produced in the
moment of approach which purges normality of its coherence. In this sense, we could
describe this creative tension, as a space of transference (Ubertragung) — a space that
drags and pulls, pushes over, shuffles, expels and cracks under the high voltage and
resistance to the type of information that it tries to carry. Thus is created a permeable
membrane which eventually takes over the physical aspect (including the physical body)
hollowing it out as much as possible, so that it can stand not as an obstacle which needs
to be continually readjusted or even dispensed with, but a new sort of materiality, a
material that can be fine-tuned and sculpted to the desired callousness, that would be
expressive (and not simply impressive) of its own desire. This is the way the body, the
one of the psychoanalytic patient, or the body of art, is reintroduced into the most basic
‘species’ of communication, that of an envoy, where the message is literally carried

through the presence of the messenger in his mere physical component. The effect is a

%2 Reverting back to the field of music proper for a moment, we might want to find an interesting
correspondence between the standard Western musical harmony, based on the tonal center, and painterly
perspective. The former prescribes specific rules for how clear, organized and pristine sound is to be
produced, by, precisely standardizing the kind of distances that are allowed between notes and how
distortions are to be handled; a set of provisions not at all unlike the painterly perspective, which set
specific, invariable increments of spatial distortions (of measured and repeated amounts by which objects
diminish, for instance, as they go off into the distance), for the benefit of the overall visual coherence. In
this sense, the classical harmony in music creates something akin to visual music/sonority, based on the
idea of perspective as ‘seeing through’ and ‘seeing clearly, by making sound linear and predictable, thus
exposing the musical space/form in the logic of its construction. On the other hand, the fin de siécle reality,
especially Schoenberg’s music, seems to work on the opposite premise — it tries to represent vision
musically (Kandinsky, of course is a prime example of this, as applied to painting), or said differently it
attempts describe experience through the channel of sonorous vision.
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collapse and overlapping of the two, the messenger and the message becoming a new
form; a form that is not rational/symmetrical but whose strength and potential of mutual
interpenetration lies in the aesthetics of distortion which constitutes the bowels of the fin
de siecle’s creative drive, carrying information, which in the end, proves to be much
more valuable than the simple ornamental-design of its surface, whether it be the stylized
one of Jugendstil, the symptomatic one of the psychoanalytic patient, or the
consumptive/degenerate one, like Schiele’s bodies. Rather, what distortion exposes is the
moment of possibility in its condensation. Schoenberg’s sound, his music is very much
described through and identified with such moments — the momentary situation of tones,
strung into a sequence, which in the end create their own monumentality, their own
cohesion without harmony — or, to use the already proposed nomenclature, organicism
without the body.

The Renaissance perspective and the principle through which it ‘behaves itself’
always so predictably, the principle of construzione legittima (‘legitimate’, correct and
always stable way of construction) is primarily in the business of curbing the contingency
that goes hand in hand with distortion, of making it measurable and metric by controlling
the degrees by which the size of objects diminishes, as one’s vision goes off into the
distance, that distance being marked by what is known as the vanishing-point:

For the modern vanishing-point construction distorts all widths, depths and heights in
constant proportion, and thus defines unequivocally the apparent size of any object, the
size corresponding to its actual magnitude and its position with respect to the eye. That is
precisely the enormous advantage of the modern method, precisely why it was so
passionately pursued (Perspective as Symbolic Form, p. 40).

The vanishing-point and the concept of infinity confounded with it creates the center of a
visual field, which paradoxically, is somehow always outside, always beyond the

horizon, always moving away (vanishing), and yet defining, instituting and attracting. It
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is a center, which, in the end, is not a center, as Derrida rightly observes,® even though it
creates the condition of centrality through channelled dispersion, as its own line of flight.
Even more intriguing is that the vanishing-point corresponds to the point-of-view, at the
apex of the visual pyramid. The two are at the same level, literally at the eye level, we
can even say that they are looking each other in the eyes, that they see eye to eye. Of
course, whether or not the vanishing-point through distance and its otherness, actually
gazes back at the viewer, is much too complicated to explore here — much of our modern
psychology, especially Lacanian psychoanalysis, has been preoccupied with precisely
this issue (couched in terms of desire, the impossibility of its fulfillment, its reflection in
a lack, etc.). But there is some sort of agreement — or at least some sort of conspiracy of
mutual inscription.

This is why perspective, in its drive to make distortion predictable, solicits a
response, in the form of the subject; a response without which it cannot make any head-
way, in most literal terms, since its unfolding and extension, its unveiling, depends on the
position which is occupied by the act of viewing, i.e., the subject and his head. This is the
only way that it receives life. But since the eye of the viewer here is always suspended by
wire, so to speak, by the many lines that bind it to a preordained harness of vectors as the
field of vision which dispenses and deals in proportionality, the subject is necessarily and

inescapably underpinned by what Maria Reichenbach calls the ‘subjective metric’.** And

63 «__.it has always been thought that the center, which is by definition unique, constituted that very thing

within a structure which while governing the structure, escapes structurality. This is why classical thought
concerning structure could say that the center is, paradoxically, within the structure and outside it. The
center is at the center of the totality, and yet, since the center does not belong to the totality (is not part of
the totality), the totality has its center elsewhere. The center is not the center. The concept of centered
structure—although it represents coherence itself, the condition of the episteme as philosophy of science—
is contradictorily coherent.” (Derrida, “Force and Signification”, in Writing and Difference, p. 279)

% In Hubert Damisch, The Origin of Perspective, p. 39.
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yet, it responds and connects with, what in the last analysis, does not belong to such
metric system, since it is snatched away by infinity, losing symmetry at the same time as
it is in the process of gaining it. The subject thus becomes, in the assessment of Marleau-
Ponty:

...a tacit, silent Being-at ... the self of perception as ‘nobody’, like Ulysses, and
anonymous one drowning in the world but who has yet to make his way through it.
Nobody as imperception, evidence of nonpossesion: it is precisely because one knows too
well what one is dealing with that one has no need to posit it as ob-ject. *’

The non-identity at work in the fin-de-si¢cle setting, the ‘nobody’, is even more radical,
for it is @ no-body.

In the long run, the symmetry and organization of space which linear perspective
works so hard to impose and maintain, cannot withstand the mystery and mysticism of
the vanishing-point, its infinity. It is this point which always throws the constructive
functionality of perspective into a state of disrepair, finally making it collapse under the
elegance of its own construct. Thus, the element which was meant to be only a part
(albeit an extremely important one) of the whole; the element which was to be working in
service of a greater good, that good being the maintenance of the field of vision, becomes
itself a point of value, desire and contention. Again, we can speak of the moment of
recoil, since what used to be the vanishing-point, becomes once again enclosed, ingested
by the body, creating a vanishing dimension of depth, known as the unconscious. The
principle of its operation moves along similar lines, but the consequences of that
movement, are profoundly different. For what ‘transpires’ when the horizon of visibility
is inscribed into the body, is nothing less than the event of vanishing of the body as such,

exemplified by the re-calibration of its sensory input and output. By the same token, what

63 Mareau-Ponty, Visible and the Invisible, p. 201.
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happens in Freudian psychoanalysis, is simply giving voice to this inverted vanishing-
point. In this manner we find ourselves once again at the strange threshold of the music
of the eyes (Adugenmusik) introduced during our discussion of Hermann Bahr; a strange
contraption indeed, but an unavoidable one, because vision, in order to advance beyond
its own limitations, must learn how not to see, so that it is able to perceive anything at all.

Perspective (the practical invention of its discourse as a historical variable, which
takes place, by and large, in the context of the turn-of-the-century Vienna) initiates a line
of questioning and a series of assessments that prove to be crucial in apprehending the
positioning of the subject, in both senses of the word: the subject as the ego and the
subject of modernity. What transpires here, is a certain play of space and surface, or we
can say in one breath with Riegl, using his grammar to describe the history of visual arts,
the play of the organic and the harmonic.

Riegl’s type-setting of the past proposes to aim at the historical target, or even
more profoundly to invent history, through ‘grammatical conciseness’:

...Man’s artistic activity ... continually fluctuates between two poles: the harmonic,
which strives to bring the immutable formal law of crystallinity to view in all motifs,
including organic ones; and the organic, whose supreme goal is to represent organic
motifs in all their accidental and transitory momentary appearances... [thus] ...we arrive
at the following observations.

a. Any worldview that values natural things only in physically improved form will
generally be predisposed toward the harmonic, for physical beauty is equal to harmony,
that is, symmetry and proportion. Conversely, a worldview that strives exclusively for the
spiritual improvement of nature without regard for its physical habitus — or that simply
tolerates the transitory appearances of nature as such — will be intrinsically inclined
toward the organic.

b. In periods when utilitarian purpose constitutes a work of art’s sole reason for being,
people always prefer to make motifs as harmonic as possible, or, as we shall call it here,
to harmonize them (harmonisieren); conversely, during times when art is an end in itself,
people tend to make them organic, or to Organize them (organisieren)... As for
particular purposes, the harmonic generally corresponds better to the decorative and
practical functions, while the conceptual purpose naturally tends to require organic
solutions (Grammar, pp. 137-138).
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Taking a moment to reflect, the immensity of the project which leads to sweeping
and boldly-stroked framing of history that presents it almost ready-made for consumption
and further manipulation (by the way, this seems to also be the type of engagement Freud
practices; we need only think here of Oedipus) should be readily apparent. The turn of the
century modernism is taken by this sort of view into the distance (again, a version of the
conceptual re-inscription of the vanishing-point) which, ironically, is meant to bring
things closer, while assigning them to the somewhat nebulous realm of memory. In the
case of Riegl this sort of manipulation, takes on shape in two verbs — ‘organisieren’ and
‘harmonisieren’. Spun out of this coupling of organization and harmonization, what the
praxis of organizing and harmonizing underscores, especially when the issue of memory
is considered, is the pressure point of the type of argument that will be made about Freud
and Schoenberg — an engagement which I am continually trying to set-up and bring into
relief, via the context in which both psychoanalysis and the 12-tone music find
themselves suspended.

The words of course present themselves almost immediately as translation
difficulties. The distinction between ‘organization’ and ‘harmonization’ drawn by Riegl,
loses its distinctness, since in English, harmonization, could simply be interpreted as a
specific type of organization, and vice versa. Yet, the problem is that Riegl works with a
line of demarcation between the organic and the inorganic and their perpetual expressive
inter-changeability, the cycles of their mutual engenderment and curbing throughout the
history of visual arts, finally concluding that: “...our examination of the course of art
history yields a picture of a fiercely progressive Organism continually reined in and

steered along by harmonism” (ibid., p. 139). The somewhat cumbersome translation of
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the German noun der Organismus with the English ‘Organism’, which, as Jacqueline E.
Jung in her “Translator’s Preface” to Riegl’s manuscript points out, would probably be
better rendered as ‘organicism’, is the key term in understanding not only Riegl’s

thinking, but much of what comes after it, in the form of Viennese modernism.

* % %

It is precisely here, that we encounter this very special blend of motives, which aspire to a
certain type of ‘organics’, and through it a certain type of organization, but one which
does not harmonize and make symmetric, as well as one, which does not necessarily
imply the biological organism, even though, its aesthetics is premised on the ‘organic
quality’ of permeability and fudged contours between inside and outside, near and far,
statement and non-statement, language and namelessness, sound and silence. This series
of dichotomies present themselves as operational modules of the type of general
expression of perception and its exasperation so characteristic at the turn of the last
century. Interestingly, what we see in it, is the type of body that Descartes tries to
eliminate from any sort of logical apprehension as knowledge — the body that does not
see clearly and errs. The twist, or the unanticipated outcome is that the act of welcoming
and embracing, the action of extended hospitality to this body, arrives at a much more
effective state of its elimination — certainly a state far beyond Descartes’ wildest
imagination, moving along the spectrum introduced by Nietzsche of man being a cross
between a plant and a ghost; tipping the balance and moving closer and closer towards

the former — the biology of a plant.
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Oscar Kokoschka® in a gesture similar to that of Schicle, explores and liberates
the material logic of body’s own physicality and the mystery of its opacity (Figures 7&8,
Appendix). Such mystery is enclosed in the ‘organic’ memory, to use Rieg!’s vocabulary,
which gives us the stored psychology of not only the human psyche, but also of space in
general. Taken to its bare minimum, the logic enclosed within the shell of the physical
body, is nothing else, by default, than the logic of decay. There is no better expression of
such logic of decay than sound, especially the sound in the shape of Schoenberg’s music.
This is also why, the entire fin de si¢cle reality, from its shouts for the primitive, in the
form of rediscovery of the Ur-schrei (primordial call), through the flowing lines of the
Jugendstil, or even the bent-wood furniture of the Thonet brothers, to the primary system
of drives in psychoanalysis and the sounding of the unconscious, becomes, in a large
measure musical — the carrier of a misrecognized principle, theory and method of sound —

the principle of its manifestation through distortion and dispersal.

% Kokoschka counts among Schoenberg’s friends from the world of art. See Stuckenschmidt, p. 93.
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8. Vociferous Perspective

Fin de siécle modernity gorges itself on perspective.67 It is a discourse which not simply
abounds in popularity or cloaks itself as something fashionable (although, no doubt, it is
also both of these things) but more significantly it is something that rages along with the
frantic activity of the de-ranged senses. In short, what is at stake here is a certain world-
view (Weltanschauung).

Alois Riegl advances the cause of two such principal world-views vying for
position throughout history in the shape of two perspectives with varying, context
specific intensities and proportions: (1) the inorganic/harmonizing complex, which
subdues the accidental play of shapes and forces to the benefit of visual symmetry
(Riegl’s archetype being the structural quality of the crystal); and (2) the
organic/organizing complex as the release of all the nature’s accidental qualities enclosed
in the shape of any bio-mass to the benefit of that mass’ objective independence from the
space which surrounds it (which Riegl and after him Panofsky, for the most part, find in
ancient spatial arrangements). Given this, we may by all means ask — where along this
spectrum is the Jahrhundertwende modernity to be placed?

Of course, this question already presents us with the conundrum of false

parameters, because the conceptual endowment at the turn-of-the-century is not interested

" What is meant here, is not only the ‘discovery’ of linear perspective as a historical event, whose
intellectual lineage is somewhat murky, although we can be certain that in general, it falls together with the
chronology of ‘art history’ as a scientific field, whose modern institution goes back to Riegl (the latter
attributes the discovery of the idea of ‘painterly character’ to Wickhoff, and the institution of art history to
the previous 150 years or so, even though based on a different premise of aesthetics). Rather, perspective,
the way it becomes manipulated, described and utilized at the turn of the century, serves as an indicator of a
general way of seeing. The felt necessity of its invention, is due to the profound (even though never fully
identified) existential crisis, that grips the fin de siécle culture. The issue then becomes the question of
placement and locality; of enclosure, stability, safety and ability to see. For a recent explication of this
entire perspectival problematic, including the question of the painterly perspective and its supposed history,
see Hubert Damisch, The Origin of Perspective.
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in placement at a certain point on that imaginary spectrum, but rather movement along its
constantly imploding lines. That is why, we should be ‘mapping’ reality in a different
scale, precisely the scale of a world-view, which means to open up experience to the
memory of a space which moves ‘man’ closer and closer to Nietzsche’s plant, its plastic
capacity for accelerated and spectacular growth, ensconced by the potential for the
catastrophic — the rapid wilting and decay.

This is why, the issue of the ornament, all of a sudden, becomes such a hot, and
highly contested topic. In fact, in an earlier manuscript The Problems of Style, Riegl
explores a comprehensive history of the ornament, a formulation whose introduction was
far from a run of the mill, clearly accepted or anticipated field of engagement, as is
unequivocally expressed by Riegl in the opening words to the Introduction: “The subtitle
of this book announces its theme: ‘Foundations for a History of Ornament’. How many
of you are now shrugging your shoulders in disbelief merely in response to the title?
What, you ask, does ornament also have a history?” (The Problems of Style, p. 3).
Apparently so, at least in Riegl’s estimation, and what is especially important for our
purposes, i1s not so much the content or a progression of such an history (which can
always be disputed) but the event of its contrivance in the first place. Such contrivance
should not be underestimated in its novelty, for through it, the psychological re-definition
of space takes hold.

At issue is precisely what we have been trying to emphasize all along — new
aesthetics not as the pre-given idealism of beauty, but a praxis of perception. This point is
made explicitly by Riegl in the second version (1899) of his lecture notes, that have been

passed along to us under the title of Historical Grammar of the Visual Arts: “Whereas the
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old aesthetics wanted to give instruction to the discipline of art history, her heiress —
modern aesthetics, if you will — eagerly lets art history teach her. She recognizes that her
very right to exist lies rooted in the history of art” (Grammar, p. 288). The invention of
such a circumscribed realm of the past as history, creates a new intersection in the
general, intellectual Gesrtalt and its attitude. It marks the invention of language and
especially its grammar as so many ‘scientific’ enclosures to be investigated, and then
applied as tools, which can be used in conjunction with other inquiries (hence the
importance of ‘grammar’ in Riegl’s title). Not to forget that it also becomes the index of
‘man’ in his make-up, as a special brand of phenomenological reality. Once again, Riegl
is unequivocal in his assessment:

...the clear recognition of the essence of the visual arts, can only become accessible
through the developmental history of art’s basic elements, dictated by the highest guiding
factor of all artistic production.

Perhaps I can illuminate this better by referring to the close parallels between the
visual arts and language. Language likewise has its proper elements, and we call the
developmental history thereof the historical grammar of the language in question.
Someone who merely wants to speak the language has no use for this grammar, nor does
anyone who wants simply to understand it. But whoever wants to know why the language
proceeded along this path and no other, whoever wants to grasp the position of the
language within human culture in general — whoever, in a word, wants to comprehend the
given language scientifically — cannot do without the historical grammar (ibid., p. 292).

This twist in thinking which elevates the linguistic element and through it, history, to the
apex of a new intellectual approach to reality (described by Foucault in connection to that
time-line)®® swells the foundations of existence to the heights of new responsibility,
because now it is human agency and its historical progression framed in the ideology of
subsequent world-views, that bears the burden of definitions. History ceases to be merely

the past, and becomes a tactic, a strategy in the shape of memory, or even more

% Here, I will of course refer the reader to Foucault’s The Order of Things, especially Chapter 10, where
the issues of language as perception not explanation, history as a new horizon of a limit, and the general
grounding of ‘man’ as a point of orientation towards reality, are brilliantly exposed, albeit from a different
and more elaborate sequence of theoretical engagements than in the present narrative.
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specifically, correct memory, which is always in need of adjustment, in order that it may
reach the status of legitimacy — a formula, which will be incessantly and almost
exclusively applied by Freud, as the center piece of his psychoanalytic design.

In this manner, both history and man, receive a voice, becoming the sound-
expressions of each other, in a rhythmically-structured dialectics of form, surface and
their echo: “Form and surface always sustain a certain relationship; and although it is true
that surface can sometimes outweigh form, there is no such thing as a non-corporeal work
of art, or pure surface” (ibid., p. 294). Through these two components, Riegl sets up a
phenomenology and an anthropology of art, whose premise is that of a constant struggle
— a contest (Wettschaffen) which is perpetuated in the service of an anthropomorphic
coagulation of forces, as the compromise and stability of a particular Weltanschauung:

...the creation of art can never be — and does not seek to be — a direct imitation of nature
but rather is a contest with nature; that is, it aims for a certain idea or conception of
nature. In art, man re-creates nature as he would like it to be and as it indeed exists in his
mind... This impulse, which is in fact identical with the drive to create art, derives from
man’s striving for happiness. All human culture can ultimately be explained in terms of
this striving... Consequently, man creates a vision of nature in his art that frees him from
nature’s instability; he imagines nature to be better than it looks... The comforting view
of nature is something man creates in his mind. It affects man’s relation to every object in
the world without exception. Thus it entails not only the relations of man to extra-human
nature, which we call an understanding of nature in the narrow sense, but also the relation
of one person to another, which we call the understanding of morality. We can pull all
this together under the single term “worldview” (ibid., p. 300).

The cohesion thus gained, creates a formula, which further specified, will lead to the
already brought up dichotomy of organization vs. harmonization. But more importantly,
its increasingly charged contents, will finally reach the self, and be inscribed onto the
surface of individual psychology, as a form of a specific type of ‘man’. A ‘man’ who
struggles to remember and is always caught in the network of deceptive memory. A
‘man’ who yearns for a reconciliation between the civilizing forces, and the rawness of

his own nature, which always somehow drives him beyond the cultural legitimacy of his
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own construction. The latter creates the necessity of measurement and comparison of
distances, not only in terms of history but also and especially in terms of the social,
political and physical dimension of the body. And psychology is only created after the
fact, ex post facto, or beyond the horizon of the event which brings the surfaces of the
two (history and body) together into the friction of a new form.

This spectrometric approach to art and civilization, the attempt to measure and
calibrate its dimensions, will show itself in the re-elaboration of the surface, through
Jugendstil, for instance, and its floral/ornamental arrangements as an indication of new
spatial appropriation. It will also mark the grotesqueness of symptoms found on the
surface of the body of the new social type — the fin de siecle neurotic individual. Just as
both of these are meant to be genuine expressions of the new ‘harmonizing’ world-view,
it will also be the case, that the direct reactions against such ornamentality, in the guise of
Loos’ ‘ornament and crime’ adage, or Freudian psychoanalysis, that is, reactions of depth
and its ‘organics’ against the surface, will measure themselves according to the standard
of a genuine expression of the new, dynamic, generative method of understanding and
living. This is where the perspective as bio-mass (whether it is the human body, or
physical materiality in general) retreats from the confines of an integral plane, which
preserves in the name of an ethical principle of self-maintenance at all costs, and acquires
the general identity of a raw-material, which must be treated in the service of

interminable, unending interpretation.
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9. Implantation of the Body — the Ego and its Foreign Element

The notion of ‘implantation’ organizes what we have encountered up to this point, along
two main streams: (1) the ‘agricultural’ plane of meaning deposited in the psychophysics
of the body and its space, which, through this historical edge of being at the turn gains an
elaborate system of roots which nonetheless are also continuously transplanted; (2) of
being implanted with a seed of dissention, decadence, discomfort, and thus manipulated
partly deliberately, and partly by forces beyond one’s control, thus accelerated and
organically modified, in order to be harvested as a new species of perceptual
arrangement. All this, of course, is an outgrowth and a consequence of the new refractive
immediacy in which the fin de si¢cle individual finds himself; the immediacy of the limit,
and at the limit, because it opens up as it closes off in its re-orienting function of a
Weltanschauung, the world-view.

In fact, this issue is considered directly by Freud in one of his Introductory
Lectures to Psychoanalysis (Lecture XXXV, The Question of a Weltanschauung). The
definition of its concept is an all-encompassing one, as a general philosophical and
practical ideology, that expresses and consummates the spirit of the times:

...Weltanschauung is an intellectual construction which solves all the problems of our
existence uniformly on the basis of one overriding hypothesis, which, accordingly, leaves
no question unanswered and in which everything that interests us finds its fixed place. It
will easily be understood that the possession of a Weltanschauung of this kind is among
the ideal wishes of human beings. (SE 22: 158).

After proposing to formulate the issue in such a broad manner, Freud immediately turns
to the question of psychoanalysis and concludes that: “...the answer as regards psycho-

analysis is made easy” (SE 22: 158). The easiness of such an answer, which denies
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psychoanalysis the ability to perpetuate and to posses its own ‘omnipotent” world-view, it
seems, comes almost too laconically and dismissively to Freud:

As a specialist science, a branch of psychology — a depth-psychology or psychology of
the unconscious — it is quite unfit to construct a Weltanschauung of its own: it must
accept the scientific one. But the Weltanschauung of science already departs noticeably
from our definition (SE 22: 158).

This departure centers round the issue of ideal wishes — an important component of the
original formulation, as we have seen. Science, according to Freud, is not simply
responding to reality but is an active agent in its construction. Besides the fact that its
premise operates in the ‘ledger’ of truth, it is also able to be realistic about its own power
and acknowledge the accounting deficit of its constructs, by being accountable, admitting
to its limitations, disappointments, deceptions and errors.

One of the central themes of Freud’s text on Weltanschauung is science and the
legitimacy of its ‘viewing’ environment, which is distinguished from other possible
systems of perception, of which the most challenging, serious and potentially damaging is
religion. Interesting is Freud’s dismissal of art as a viable option. According to this
argument, art does not have the power to inflict indelible and grave enough cultural
consequences, for it to be considered in the same light as religion or even philosophy,
that is, as a system of apprehension and apperception which has the ability to impose its
own mode of viewing on reality in general:

Of the three powers [religion, philosophy and art] which may dispute the basic position
of science, religion alone is to be taken seriously as an enemy. Art is almost always
harmless and beneficent; it does not seek to be anything but an illusion. Except for a few
people who are spoken of as being ‘possessed’ by art, it makes no attempt at invading the
realm of reality (SE 22: 160).

It is indeed a long standing and curious question, as to why Freud always and quite

forcefully insists on pulling psychoanalysis by its hair, so to speak, into the direction of a
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scientific paradigm, especially since, as he admits, psychoanalysis lacks one of it
essential components — that of cause-effect experimental setup, an omission that does not
go unnoticed, if we remind ourselves of Wittgenstein’s comments, for instance. The issue
is more than just one of legitimization and respect, since the latter would be better
addressed by insisting (and this, in the end, happens anyway) on psychoanalysis’ own
uniqueness, on its special kind of epistemological underpinnings, which gives it precisely
what Freud wants to deny it — the construction, possession and a perpetuation of its own
Weltanschauung.

Dealing with such diminished cadence of importance, or said differently, dealing
with psychoanalysis through the mitigating circumstances of science, thus removing
much of the methodological responsibility from its own hands is rather to be found in a
slightly different circumstance. The motivation for this type of occurrence is a systemic
issue, which stems from the mechanics of Freud’s fully mature theory. It is an issue of
system-wide consistency, since science, given the fact that it is exclusively concerned
with reality, or even more radically, that it presents and proposes a process of morphing
with it, is a parallel concept to, perhaps even the most powerful and far-reaching cultural
expression of the ego.

Religion and philosophy corrupt reality by investing it with the idealism and the
desire of ‘wishful thinking’. These ideal wishes render that, which they claim as reality,
unliveable because of the de-realizing effect which brings about the pathological state of
detachment, instead of manageable reality. Through their removal from the realm of
immediate concern, philosophy and religion institute perception that rests on revelation,

intuition and divination, as Freud points out. This is also how the total Weltanschauung
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can be perpetuated and accomplished — the kind of grand and illusory world-building that
is precisely characteristic of individual pathology, whose central feature is nothing else
than an almost absolute detachment from and irresponsibility towards the world. On the
scale of civilizations, such cultural psychosis makes itself known through an
unquestionable, all-knowing and transparent world-view which has the uncanny ability to
answer all questions and to permeate down to the last fibre of experience, giving it the
certainty and purpose of existence. In contrast to such a description, science is much
more uncertain, timid, conflicted and confused about its own stance:

It is true that it [science] too assumes the uniformity of the explanation of the universe;
but it does so only as a programme, the fulfillment of which is relegated to the future.
Apart from this it is marked by negative characteristics, by its limitation to what is at the
moment knowable and by its sharp rejection of certain elements that are alien to it (SE
22:159).

In other words, science already operates in the ‘groove’ of a basic repression, which
situates it firmly in the space of the reality principle and its ‘truth’. Any idealism of
unfulfilled wishes is integrated chronometrically, through the distance of time, into the
overall set-up as something to be addressed in the future, i.e., displaced onto the concept
of desire. In this Freud mimics and mirrors his systematic elaboration of ego-psychology
(which becomes a synonym for psychoanalysis in Freud’s mature theory).

If we now consider Freud’s Lecture XXXI, Dissection of the Personality (1933),
which builds on one of the most important texts in his theoretical oeuvre, The Ego and
the Id, things get interesting indeed. The ego is this realm in the generality of the psychic
apparatus in charge of the maintenance, perpetuation and resolution of a
Weltanschauung. Through it, the ego is supposed to mitigate, judge and discern among
impulses coming from three, equally powerful directions: the external reality, the super-

ego, and the unconscious id:
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We are warned by a proverb against serving two masters at the same time. The poor ego
has things even worse: it serves three masters and does what it can to bring their claims
and demands into harmony with one another. These claims are always divergent and
often seem incompatible. No wonder that the ego so often fails in its task. Its three
tyrannical masters are the external word, the super-ego and the id. When we follow the
ego’s efforts to satisfy them simultaneously — or rather, to obey them simultaneously —
we cannot feel any regret at having personified this ego and having set it up as a separate
organism (SE 22: 77, my empbhasis).

The near impossibility of this task of reconciliation among three contradictory and
divergent forces, manifests itself in the form of the perpetual, background noise of
anxiety, which when elevated to a high enough threshold, ‘blossoms’ into a pathological
condition. Nonetheless, the ego or the ‘I’ (das Ich) is continually engaged in its task of
taking care of knowledge and perception, deciding and very often coming down on the
side of error, as to how such knowing should be accomplished and what conclusions
drawn from it. As such, it is very much operating negatively, through uncertainty and the
acknowledgement of its very obvious short-comings, at the same time feeling the
pressure of constantly trying to overcome them. Being under this sort of spell, the spell of
reality (and operating under the restrictive guidance of its principle) the ego occupies the
unique position in ‘charge’ of external world through perception. But, due to this fact, it
is also extremely limited in the adjustments possibilities, because the world presents to
the ego a basic and undeniable truth as physical, objective existence which threatens the
uncompromising internal forces with its materiality; an innate compulsion to which the
ego is also accountable. The solution is the elevation of the ego, if not to the position of a
world-view, then at least to the level of uniformity in the explanation of reality. And all
this, Freud sees in science as well, or rather, as we will see later, in its artful application.
Structurally, this line of reasoning is integrated into the system of Freud’s depth-

psychology. By making the ego independent of the three masters it serves, one is able to
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reformulate it into a separate organism. The solution might seem to be cosmetic, but
Freud and psychoanalysis need it. Instead of being squeezed in between the impinging
forces of the unconscious and the superego (and assaulted from the side, by external
reality) the ego is now given its own dimension of space, that simply subsumes all the
other components within its own confines. This is how Freud’s psychology becomes the
ego-psychology par excellence, and how the standard descriptors given to its elements
acquire the character of overflowing and constantly divided notions.

The ego, then, must fall into the state of removal from all the surfaces that press
on it incessantly, setting in place the constant and never removed danger of a cave-in, an
implosion:

In its attempts to mediate between the id and reality, it [the ego] is often obliged to cloak
the Ucs. commands of the id with its own Pcs. rationalizations, to conceal the id’s
conflicts with reality, to profess, with diplomatic disingenuousness, to be taking notice of
reality even when the id has remained rigid and unyielding. On the other hand it is
observed at every step it takes by the strict super-ego, which lays down definite standards
for its conduct, without taking any account of its difficulties from the direction of the id
and the external world, and which, if those standards are not obeyed, punishes it with
tense feelings of inferiority and of guilt. Thus the ego, driven by id, confined by the
super-ego, repulsed by reality, struggles to master its economic task of bringing about
harmony among the forces and influences working in and upon it... (SE 22: 78, my
emphasis).
The question of harmony, or at least the necessity for its derivation, is an interesting one,
not only in connection to the Freudian paradigm, but also in the context of our continuing
discussion. If the impact of the situation is fully considered, when the condition of the
ego’s impossible stance, of being invaded by foreign and hostile elements is brought to
light in its full extent, then the unavoidable conclusion is contradiction. Harmony is
precisely that, which Freud identifies in ideal wishful thinking, a delusion of which he

accuses both religion and philosophy, whose artificial maintenance leads to a

pathological condition. But if harmony is necessary, then not even the scientific paradigm
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in its humbleness, as Freud sees it, is enough for the ego. This is why, he refers to the ego
as an organism, a hybrid form, which actively translates, re-works and re-assembles all
the impulses that it harvests, whether purposefully or not. By this motion, the ego
becomes a place and a space, or once again, as Freud says, a separate organism and not
simply a descriptive mental attitude, where contradictions and tensions can and must
exist side by side, where not unlike Schoenberg’s musical procedure, dissonance is
liberated, acknowledged and considered to be the primary building material, or at least a
skeleton which holds the structure together, supporting a fagade which often, in its
benign, ornamental nature, is deceptively conciliatory and innocent. All these divergent
paths cutting through the ‘organism’ of the ego and the methodological procedures of
healing the psychic forms which can always be shattered, like a crystal (Freud, SE 22:
59) (an obvious connection to Riegl’s crystallinity emerges here); the ego’s relation to
both the internal and external forces as foreign territories (SE 22: 57) and thus its
implantation with a seed of dissention, with an alien element which does not belong; all
this forces Freud to propose an analogy, a metaphor that would in some measure capture
the ‘truth’ of the ego’s operative principle, or simply, its existence:

In thinking of this division of the personality into an ego [das Ich], a super-ego [das
Uber-Ich] and an id [das Es], you will not, of course, have pictured sharp frontiers like
the artificial ones drawn in political geography. We cannot do justice to the
characteristics of the mind by linear outlines like those in a drawing or in primitive
painting, but rather by areas of colour melting into one another as they are presented by
modern artists (SE 22: 79, my emphasis).

This is indeed a curious, if not an unexpected expression, given what Freud had

previously said about art as a cultural force, dismissing it almost out of hand. Freud’s

writings, in fact, are full of such contradictory attitudes towards art, which sometimes is

accorded an important illustrative, if not a systemic/structural place, whose confines
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psychoanalysis, even in its evasiveness, naturally gravitates towards, only at other times,
to be dispensed with quickly and unceremoniously. Besides, one wonders whom Freud
could have had in mind when he refers to the ‘modern artists’ — perhaps someone like
Kandinsky or even Klee, whose paintings elaborate and rest on a sophisticated theory of
colour, which in itself is based on the ‘physics’ of sound (Figures 9, 10, 11, Appendix).

Let us then remind ourselves of the somewhat light-hearted and quite off-hand
treatment that the topic of art receives from Freud in connection with its potential
elevation to the position of a Weltanschauung: “Art is almost always harmless and
beneficent; it does not seek to be anything but an illusion” (SE 22: 160), which stands in
stark contrast to the analogy drawn between the structure of the psychic apparatus, the
economic relationship among the three components of ‘id’, ‘ego’, and ‘super-ego’, and
modermn painting, especially its aesthetic effect of blended, horizon-less colour, its blurred
borders and lines of distinction.

The reconciliation of such an obvious contradiction is to be found along the lines
of the three main theoretical currents in Freud’s own thinking: the structural/meta-
psychological, the sociological/cultural, and the analytical/technical, even though the
latter is of lesser value to the immediate task of our discussion, given the fact that the
problem of art in it (apart from the fact that Freud, at times refers to psychoanalysis as the
art of interpretation) is much more latent, and buried in the application of the
psychoanalytic technique itself. As might be suspected, any strict distinction among these
three currents is already a perversion of the overall image, since these, not unlike the
modern painting Freud calls onto for a reference, intermingle in a very fluid manner.

About the only place where such a line of demarcation makes some sense and is
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defensible, relates to the question of art itself, moreover, it is perhaps the only efficient
and easily available means towards an understanding of Freud’s seemingly very
convoluted statements about it.

Perhaps the most important of such statements, comes some 12 years before the
paper on Weltanschauung, in a short exposition entitled Formulations on the Two
Principles of Mental Functioning, written in 1911. It is within the confines of this short
essay, that Freud proposes clearly his theory of pleasure/reality principle, and its
structural integration into the progressively elaborate, complicated and intriguing
modeling of the human mind.

Starting from the clinical observations of neurosis, Freud’s text proposes to
consider the stance of an individual to his or her reality: “...we are now confronted with
the task of investigating the development of the relation of neurotics and of mankind in
general to reality, and in this way of bringing psychological significance of the real
external world into the structure of our theories” (SE 12: 218). Not surprisingly, the entire
problematic will rest on, precisely, movement between realities, or more accurately on
repression, and the practical elimination of a floating/oceanic reality — we are speaking
here of course of the famous thesis concerning the pleasure principle and the reality
principle. Most interesting in this connection, is a whole series of compensations and
partial resolutions, of which art will be one, and the fully mature ego, the most
sophisticated, efficient and repressive compensatory mechanism that operates in the same
vein. All this, in its progressive incarnations, falls under the general name and structure
of the reality principle:

...the state of psychical rest was originally disturbed by the peremptory demands of
internal needs. When this happened, whatever was thought of (wished for) was simply
presented in a hallucinatory manner, just as still happens to-day with our dream-thoughts
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every night. It was only the non-occurrence of the expected satisfaction, the
disappointment experienced, that led to the abandonment of this attempt at satisfaction by
means of hallucination. Instead of it, the psychical apparatus had to decide to form a
conception of the real circumstances in the external world and to endeavour to make a
real alteration in them. A new principle of mental functioning was thus introduced; what
was presented in the mind was no longer what was agreeable but what was real, even if it
happened to be disagreeable. Thus setting-up of the reality principle proved to be a
momentous step (SE 12: 219).

In a very ambitious gesture, & la Darwin, all the more ambitious considering the brevity,
condensation and breadth of the discussion, Freud proposes to re-count a chain of
phylogenetic, evolutionary consequences of this dynamic exchange between the pleasure
and the reality principles. So that, the setting up of the reality principle leads to the
heightened importance of the sense-organs, which consequently give rise to the condition
of consciousness, which, in turn, enables the mechanism of attention (since now reality
must be observed) and its functional operative modes of notation/memory and passing of
judgment, i.e., of deciding what is true/false, what agrees with reality and what does not.
Here the judgment most frequently comes down against the impulses of the pleasure
principle, since these are always in the position of irremediable challenge to the
rationality that the reality principle had made so much effort to promulgate and establish.
It is also here, that action as appropriate motor discharge, in agreement with reality, takes
over, whose most repressive inhibitory elaboration manifests itself in the force and power
of abstract thinking. But even at this point, further adjustments are necessary, since the
drives of the pleasure principle prove to be continually unwieldy and undiminished. This
sort of adjustment finds ‘shelter’ under the split that is effectuated in the thinking
apparatus, which lowers its threshold and intensity through a tear in its own fabric:

With the introduction of the reality principle one species of thought-activity was split off;
it was kept free from reality-testing and remained subordinated to the pleasure principle
alone. This activity is phantasying [sic], which begins already in children’s play, and
later, continued as day-dreaming, abandons dependence on real objects (SE 12: 222).
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The chain-reaction proposed by Freud, is almost something akin to a chemical formula,
which, with every progressive step, accomplishes a change of state, on the molecular
level. This seems to be the notion that not only governs Freud’s intellectual proceedings,
but is also related to the general progression of life — its deriviation from the inorganic,
chemical stage, of which Freud is acutely aware, and whose image is incorporated in
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), as the theory of the death-drive. In fact, in his
Autobiographical Study (1925), such transformative analogy is presented explicitly:

...the depth-psychology revealed by psycho-analysis was in fact the psychology of the
normal mind. Our path has been like that of chemistry: the great qualitative differences
between substances were traced back to quantitative variations in the proportions in
which the same elements were combined (SE 20: 56).

The theme of organic vs. inorganic had entered our discussion to a certain degree already,
and we will find its further elaboration into a principle of engagement with reality, in
someone like August Strindberg, Robert Musil, or even Emile Zola, who professes the
procedure of dissection, as the writing tool. All these procedures/analogies also find a
prominent place in Freud’s meta-psychology (we have already seen that the title of one
his most important lectures dons the name of The Dissection of the Psychical
Personality), and thus locate him firmly in the logic of the times, its existential, scientific,
philosophical and artistic vocabulary.

But we seem to be speaking here about more than analogies and something more
like living elements, or at least methods of activating them. Even if it could be said that,
after all, Freud’s science is a method of analysis only and thus simply one option among
many as to how life could be sliced and viewed, the analysis here and in other areas of fin
de siécle culture is itself the model of reality — one leads an analytical life, the life in need

of dissection, as the continual proposal for the most accurate description of how things
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come to be, how they are accomplished and maintained. This is the shape that the space
of the fully mature ego ultimately takes in Freud’s set-up — i.e., it is primarily a research
ego, the ‘I’ which stands at the crossroads, at the intersection of the three information
streams (external reality, internal impulses and the abstract evaluation of its own self)
being always bit by bit, absorbed into all of them, but also standing at the center, as the
point of contact among them, thus being in the position of what we have already
identified as the vanishing-point in painterly perspective — meaning it is both a part and
apart of the overall structure, operating according to the aesthetics of disappearance
(Paul Virilio). Such is the case not only because the ego works-over, digests whatever
comes its way, but also because it is under the constant danger of losing perspective, of
not being able to deal effectively with proportions and distances, with their distribution
and maintenance. The economic set-up of the sort is evident in Freud’s discussion
concerning the reality and the pleasure principles:

Actually the substitution of the reality principle for the pleasure principle implies no
deposing of the pleasure principle, but only a safeguarding of it. A momentary pleasure,
uncertain in its results, is given up, but only in order to gain along the new path an
assured pleasure at a later time (SE 12: 223).

In the realm of individuality, it is the ego that is in charge of such a safeguarding
mechanics; speaking in terms of culture, it is precisely the surface of a Weltanschauung
and its actualization through religion, philosophy or science, which fills this function,
although the first two, and especially religion, accomplish this task in an objectionable
way, by overcompensating in the economy of the distribution of the psychic forces, in the
end, losing touch exactly with what they mean to protect — reality.

Not surprisingly, then, in this earlier text, Freud also elevates science to a more

privileged position, albeit a qualified one: “It is science which comes nearest to
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succeeding in that conquest [of the pleasure principle; its safeguarding]; science too,
however, offers intellectual pleasure during its work and promises practical gain in the
end” (SE 12: 224). All of this we have already encountered in the course of our
discussion. The interesting question, is the one in the middle, when topographically,
together with Freud, we ask: what lies in-between the two, what kind of space is being
created via this method of safeguarding and analysis, of paying attention and through it,
reality-testing; what kind of perspective does it engender? Here we need to return to the
problem of art.

Probably the most extensive and clear discussion of the artistic drive, if we may
call it that and add it to Freud’s drive theory, takes place on the pages of the text we have
been engaging for a while now, Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental
Functioning (1911), that is, during the elaboration and introduction of the pleasure and
the reality principles. Art is one in the series of compensations for the ‘loss’ of the
pleasure principle, and figures under number six on the list of points Freud addresses:

Art brings about a reconciliation between the two principles [the pleasure and the reality
principles] in a peculiar way. An artist is originally a man who turns away from reality
because he cannot come to terms with the renunciation of instinctual satisfaction which it
at first demands, and who allows his erotic and ambitious wishes full play in the life of
phantasy. He finds the way back to reality, however, from this world of phantasy by
making use of special gifts to mould his phantasies into truths of a new kind, which are
valued by men as precious reflections of reality. Thus in a certain fashion he actually
becomes the hero, the king, the creator, or the favourite he desired to be, without
following the long roundabout path of making real alterations in the external world. But
he can only achieve this because other men feel the same dissatisfaction as he does with
the renunciation demanded by reality, and because that dissatisfaction, which results from
the replacement of the pleasure principle by the reality principle, is itself a part of reality
(SE 12: 224).

Years later, in the Autobiographical Study, Freud repeats this assessment almost word for
word, only now making a specific clinical connection between the artist and the neurotic:

The realm of imagination was seen to be a ‘reservation’ made during the painful
transition from the pleasure principle to the reality principle in order to provide a
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substitute for instinctual satisfactions which had to be given up in real life. The artist, like
the neurotic, had withdrawn from an unsatisfying reality into this world of imagination;
but, unlike the neurotic, he knew how to find a way back from it and once more to get a
firm foothold in reality. His creations, works of art, were the imaginary satisfaction of
unconscious wishes, just as dreams are; and like them they were in the nature of
compromises, since they too were forced to avoid any open conflict with the forces of
repression. But they differed from the asocial, narcissistic products of dreaming in that
they were calculated to arouse sympathetic interest in other people and were able to
evoke and to satisfy the same unconscious wishful impulses in them too. Besides this,
they made use of the perceptual pleasure of formal beauty as what I have called an
‘incentive bonus’ (SE 20: 64-65).

The concept of ‘incentive bonus’ appears for the first time, in Freud’s book Jokes and
their Relation to the Unconscious (1905). Speaking from the aesthetic perspective, it is a
way of enticing the casual observer of art or artistic-activity, into its seductive realm of
fantasy and day-dreaming. It is therefore, all the more surprising, that Freud, given this
kind of general resonance, denies art the possibility to be the social/cultural,
aggregate/mass adjustment technique, given that it is never solely isolated and confined
to the creative personality of the artist, but streams into the consciousness of the social
world. All this is underpinned by the apparent powerlessness of psychoanalysis, which
“...can do nothing towards elucidating the nature of the artistic gift, nor can it explain the
means by which the artist works — the artistic technique” (SE 20: 65).

Perhaps exactly here we should be suspicious, and re-evaluate this statement
against Freud’s own explanation of how artistic activity happens, although it should also
be said that the expressed doubt probably goes deeper and means to approach the issue of
why some among us are able to expresses themselves artistically, in the first place, and
others cannot? But as we have been able to surmise from the two, extensive excerpts
about art, the artistic activity can be quite accurately (at least from the standpoint of
psychoanalysis) reduced to the general confines of an adjustment technique, that

mitigates between the broad day-light of the external reality, and the murky, dark caverns
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of our desires, wishes and drives. The way it accomplishes and carries out this task is not
only through the world of fantasy or wishful-thinking, but also much more tangibly, in
the simulacrum of play. This is how Freud answers his rhetorical call of discovering
ourselves in the artistic activity like creative writing:

Should we not look for the first traces of imaginative activity as early as in childhood?
The child’s best-loved and most intense occupation is with his play of games. Might we
not say that every child at play behaves like a creative writer, in that he creates a world of
his own, or, rather, re-arranges the things of his world in a new way which pleases him?
It would be wrong to think he does not take that world seriously; on the contrary, he takes
his play very seriously and he expends large amounts of emotion on it. The opposite of
play is not what is serious but what is real... The creative writer does the same as the
child at play. He creates a world of phantasy which he takes very seriously — that is,
which he invests with large amounts of emotion — while separating it sharply from reality
(SE 19: 143-144).

Freud himself, from the beginning, seems to be engaged in this sort of activity. As early
as 1895, in Srudies on Hysteria, he opens the discussion on one of the five hysterical
cases comprising the book (Friulein Elisabeth von R.) in this manner:

I have not always been a psychotherapist. Like other neuro-pathologists, I was trained to
employ local diagnoses and electro-prognosis, and it still strikes me myself as strange
that the case histories I write should read like short stories [Novellen] and that, as one
might say, they lack the serious stamp of science (SE 2: 160).

The two modules of play and reality, and one’s ability to move freely between them (like
the artist, or the creative writer does) is indeed the test of the difference between a
psychotic stance, and the one that constructs for itself two, well integrated but separate
spaces; a kind of produced legibility of the external world through the organ of, what we
might refer to as the ‘artificial ear’, which plays and resonates, makes things happen in all
seriousness, but is also responsive and through such a responsiveness, limited in its reach.
And as Freud further points out:

Language has preserved this relationship between children’s play and poetic creation. It
gives [in German] the name of ‘Spiel’ [‘play’] to those forms of imaginative writing
which require to be linked to tangible objects and which are capable of representation. It
speaks of ‘Lustspiel’ or ‘Trauerspiel’ [‘comedy’ or ‘tragedy’: literally, ‘pleasure play’ or
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‘mourning play’] and describes those who carry out the representation as ‘Schauspieler’
[‘players’: literally ‘show-players’]69 (SEI19: 144).

In this manner, we have identified something that seems to be the latent operative
principle of the psychoanalytic theory itself, its artistic-drive, which reaches out into the
space of the real, via the mechanism of play, like an amplifier whose technical intricacies
connect the internal specifications of its mechanism with the world and its materiality,
precisely through the output of its message, whether the latter is a child’s game, a piece
of creative-writing, a painting, or musical/poetic sound. This, in the end, is what the ego
is charged with — with the ability and the tension of supporting itself in all seriousness at
play with reality;’° this is the only way that it can garner to itself enough manoeuvrability
and flexibility, to serve as the interpretive/analytical organ that mediates among the three
information streams, which threaten constantly to overload it.

The ego, then, is itself a skilfully and artfully trained player. It is a Schauspieler,
an actor and a show-man, in the sense that it shows itself to be immediately in the place
of the id, as its replacement value and a space of renewal into which new potential
impulses stemming from the id can and must enter. But also, because it shows itself in
this way and through such showing, brings the world into relief, it makes a weighty
matter of the theatre of display, albeit a one which knows when it is time for the curtain
to be drawn. The neurotic, in his sensual, psychotic overload, possess exactly the same
store of artfully calibrated display-notions, but forgets the direction, and even more
drastically, forgets himself in the momentum of the staging-gesture and thus removes the

notion of reality from the ideology of the perceptual apparatus by eliminating the concept

8 Schauspieler is also the regular, modern German word for an actor.

7 This is the part of Freud that Jacques Lacan recuperates and reinvents, in his project of going back to the
roots of Freudian theory, under the concept of jouissance (of play, game, enjoyment, etc.).
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of play or art, from his vernacular. All this, in a very condensed sense, is encapsulated in
Freud’s cryptic phrase, which appears and the end of Dissection of the Personality: ‘Wo
es war, soll ich werden’ (‘where the id was, there ego shall be’), and it is worth
considering the sentence that immediately precedes this famous expression, since it
relates to the overall effect, the end result which psychoanalysis itself desires, hopes for
and attempts to effectuate:

It may be admitted that the therapeutic efforts of psycho-analysis have chosen a similar
line of approach [as certain mystical practices, which may lead to different regions of the
mind]. Its intention is, indeed, to strengthen the ego, to make it more independent of the
super-ego, to widen its field of perception and enlarge its organization, so that it can
appropriate fresh portions of the id. Where the id was, there ego shall be. It is a work of
culture — not unlike the draining of the Zuider Zee [sic!] (SE 22: 80).

It is only after carefully considering and emphasizing the division between reality and
pleasure, and the role of the ego in the formation of the self, that we can start
comprehending the, otherwise, quite dense and somewhat enigmatic formulations that
appear in another of Freud’s seminal texts, The Ego and the Id (1923). Whereas it is
always easy to conclude that the fundamental premise of psychoanalysis is the division
between what is conscious and what is unconscious, all the more so, since Freud stresses
this point on many occasions himself, including at the beginning of the aforementioned
text (only to withdraw from such a division when the structural implications of his theory
are at stake) this kind of almost involuntary conceptual reaction leaves us empty-handed,
without a resolution as to the nature and the shape of what is actually in view. In fact, in a
counter-intuitive and seemingly self-contradictory expression, it would be more accurate
to say, that psycho-analysis is a psychology of consciousness, par excellence, not only
because it is an act of constant and unceasing analysis, but also because the only meeting-

place where the exchange between psychic energies can take place, and onto whose
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confines, if the analytical adjustment is to be accomplished, the unconscious information
nodules must be impressed, is the ego. The latter, as we will see later, should be
understood in its physical constitution, most literally, since as Freud says, the conscious
ego “...is first and foremost a body-ego” (SE 19: 27). We will return to this formulation
shortly, since it is crucial to the logic of the body, its artistic elaboration and
fragmentation which extends to practically all layers of reality, the way I am trying to
present it in a convincing fashion, as the irremediable modus operandi of the fin de si¢cle
rationality.

To say that Freud, when all is said and done, constructs and engages with the
world through the philosophy of consciousness, is to also differentiate it from its classical
elaboration, a la Descartes, for instance. In the most general sense, Descartes promotes a
reflective/contemplative consciousness, whereas Freud’s already modernized, time-
specific notion should be characterized as refractive/projective consciousness. As we
have seen in the case of Descartes, this reflection, in its most extreme, negative moment,
doubts its own existence and everything around it. This is how it gains awareness and
proves its own independence and self-constitution. It is a mind that cannot wilfully negate
itself when it is properly exercised, because it cannot escape the mechanism of its own
rationality, given that the latter is not simply its quality but its essence. That essence
makes it into a structure of parallelisms, a structure which overlays itself, whose relation
is self-relation, where thinking is being.

In contrast, Freud’s construct invents for itself a relational dynamism which
responds to a foreign element; a space that is always in danger of being occupied and

invaded, and which, in turn, occupies and invades a reality which is never totally its own,
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where doubt turns into the certainty of a pursuit after an unknown and unidentified
substance. It is here where destruction becomes the kernel of the most intense
germinating forces and drives, which find themselves under the incessantly dissonant
orchestration of the pleasure principle, whose utmost satisfaction is written in the pages
of another score, the death drive. The latter, in a manner of speaking, wants to settle all
scores and remove the tension of differences in levels and their realities by falling back
into the inorganic state.

Being thus resigned to the condition of meandering analytical judgments, the ego
not only performs the act of breaking-down as a methodology that looks out into the
world, but, because it is also under a constant threat of such a break-down in its own
consistency, also mimics it by applying the rationality of a split or break-down, to its own
surface, thus becoming a self-contradictory mass which refracts and projects the play of
the inorganic onto the confines of its own body. This is how it inscribes the gesture of the
ultimate loss of its physical consistency (losing it in effigy, with every psychic
readjustment) into the adhesiveness of its psychophysics. And ultimately the body-ego’s
hard won independence via re-adjustment and reconciliation of all the forces that work
against it, the friction which wears it down and desires to rip it apart, is nothing more
than simply an aesthetic-effect. This expression, which might at first strike us as very
banal, contains all the theoretical gravity and precision of what Freud already proposes
under the auspices of play and its seriousness. This is why art in the aesthetics of its play
is so seductive. It inspires the moment of finding oneself in the instant of separation, not

only from our own ego, but from the ‘thing’ that now faces us as a foreign materiality, in

105

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



which, we must nonetheless identify something, whether it is pleasure or ultimately
ourselves:

...the essential ars poetica lies in the technique of overcoming the feeling of repulsion in
us which is undoubtedly connected with the barriers that rise between each single ego and
the others... The writer softens the character of his egoistic daydreams by altering and
disguising it, and he bribes us by the purely formal — that is, aesthetic — yield of pleasure
which he offers us in the presentation of his phantasies. We give the name of an incentive
bonus, or a fore-pleasure, to a yield of pleasure such us this... In my opinion, all the
aesthetic pleasure which a creative writer affords us has the character of a fore-pleasure
of this kind, and our actual enjoyment of an imaginative work proceeds from a liberation
of tensions in our minds (SE 19: 153).

It is precisely the analytic technique that, via the procedure of liberation of tensions,
means to set the patient into the mode of play, in which he can find himself again; a play
which not only goes back to his childhood and the displaced memories or the ancient
drama of the Oedipus Complex, but one also, which must be performed currently, whose
stage is the presence of unmitigated and nonnegotiable contemporaneous circumstances,
which must be overcome. We are thus presented with a technique of overcoming
(psychoanalysis), which deals with the many repulsions and barriers, that arise between
each single ego, as Freud says above, and the external reality in general; a technique as
overcoming that exchanges the overcompensating plasticity of symptoms for the much
cooler detachment of the real game as something placed within the space of the real, and
not a reality which is one’s ‘private theatre’.

This seemingly grand re-calibration, is not a matter of grave and monumental
changes, but very subtle adjustments in perception, in the way one sees and recognizes
things, the way one apprehends, evaluates, and makes judgments of discrimination
among impulses, stimuli and micro-realities; in one word, it is an issue of aesthetics that
is at stake here which must be learned and acquired, as much as is possible. Such

aesthetics is already far removed from its standard philosophical embodiment as
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judgments concerning the formal concept of the beautiful only (although as we hear from
Freud, it may also include these) and operates according to a very advanced formula,
which means to mitigate this seemingly unbridgeable distance between reality and what
is not covered by its ‘blanket statement’, by making the ego feel firmly implanted in
reality which envelops it. An expression of this kind, as we will see, finds its way into the
aesthetic theory of FEinfiihlung (empathy) which presents us with one of the most
interesting inventions around the turn of the century, and which expels and exudes its
logic into the moment of visibility.

Nonetheless, it should also be admitted that Freud grants such a central position to
the conscious ego, somewhat reluctantly: “...psychoanalysis cannot situate the essence of
the psychical in consciousness, but is obliged to regard consciousness as a quality of the
psychical, which may be present in addition to other qualities or may be absent” (SE 19:
13). This sentence appears at the very beginning of The Ego and the Id, and surprises
with its non-commitment, especially when we take Freud’s conclusion that the ego is the
body-ego, first and foremost, into consideration. It seems that we might be dealing here
with Freud’s own resistance to an acknowledgement, which, instead of simplifying his
theory, complicates it by turning it into a piece of creative writing instead of a scientific
€Xposé.

The refracted/fractured consciousness is the most enduring and important
contribution of the psychoanalytic paradigm to the general ontology of existence, not the
unconscious, which has its own, long philosophical history and to which very little can be
added, apart perhaps from the renewed acknowledgement of its existence and effects.

And this is exactly the definition Freud espouses:
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We have found — that is, we have been obliged to assume — that very powerful mental
processes or ideas exist (and here a quantitative or economic factor comes into question
for the first time) which can produce all the effects in mental life that ordinary ideas do
(including effects that can in their turn become conscious as ideas), though they
themselves do not become conscious (SE 19: 14).

Even though this leads Freud to distinguish between two instances of the unconscious,
one descriptive and the other dynamic, the first one being but a mere sign of the second
one, which, in this dichotomy, attempts to capture the functionality of the entire process,
whether or not we see something as conscious or unconscious, descriptively or
dynamically depends on the point of view, or as Freud says: “...the distinction between
conscious and unconscious is in the last resort a question of perception, which must be
answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and the act of perception itself tells us nothing of the reason why
a thing is or is not perceived” (SE 19: 15-16). The burden of proof, and really, the only
choice to find anything, to be certain and accurate about something rests with the ego.
This is the main reason why the ego becomes such a complicated structure in
psychoanalysis, since it is (to use a metaphor) a ‘beast of burden’, the corpuscle of
practically everything that must happen, in order that the psychic organism remains
within the bounds of perceived control:

We have formed the idea that in each individual there is a coherent organization of
mental processes; and we call this his ego. It is to this ego that consciousness is attached,;
the ego controls the approaches to motility — that is, to the discharge of excitations into
the external world; it is the mental agency which supervises all its own constituent
processes... From this ego proceed the repressions, too, by means of which it is sought to
exclude certain trends in the mind not merely from consciousness but also from other
forms of effectiveness and activity. In analysis these trends which have been shut out
stand in opposition to the ego, and the analysis is faced with the task of removing the
resistances which the ego displays against concerning itself with the repressed (SE 19:

17).
We must remind ourselves that what in English is known as the ego makes the concept
seem already quite stylized, and perhaps even something that is already a reformulation

of the most basic self. Such assessment is of course misguided, since as is well known
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Freud’s language is most elementary, based on everyday signifiers and their weightless
anonymity. So that the ego, is simply the ‘I’ (das Ich), the id acquires the neutral sign of
the ‘it’ (das Es, whose importance and resonance we will be able to gauge more
accurately during our discussion of namelessness)’' and what is known as the super-ego,
retains its spatial directionality of being above the self, more immediately, through the
semiotic compound of ‘over-I’ (Uber-Ich). It is these components that add themselves
together, to comprise what Freud refers to as the organ (or in fact the organism) of the
ego. And the curious problem here is that the ego contains the repressed unconscious
forces within itself, thus complicating immensely not only the concept of the unconscious
but also the functionality of the conscious mind:

Since ... there can be no doubt that ... resistance emanates from this ego and belongs to
it, we find ourselves in an unforeseen situation. We have come upon something in the ego
itself which is also unconscious, which behaves exactly like the repressed — that is, which
produces powerful effects without itself being conscious and which requires special work
before it can be made conscious. From the point of view of analytic practice, the
consequence of this discovery is that we land in endless obscurities and difficulties if we
keep to our habitual forms of expression and try, for instance, to derive neuroses from a
conflict between the conscious and the unconscious. We shall have to substitute for this
antithesis another, taken from our insight into the structural conditions of the mind — the
antithesis between the coherent ego and the repressed which is split off from it (SE 19:
17, my empbhasis).

Such realization sets into motion a series of profound and self-contradictory
consequences, especially for the concept of the unconscious:

We recognize that the Ucs. does not coincide with the repressed; it is still true that all that
is repressed is Ucs., but not all that is Ucs. is repressed. A part of the ego, too — and
heaven knows how important a part — may be Ucs., undoubtedly is Ucs. And this Ucs.
belonging to the ego is not latent like the Pcs. [pre-conscious]; for if it were, it could not
be activated without becoming Cs., and the process of making it conscious would not
encounter such great difficulties. When we find ourselves thus confronted by the
necessity of postulating a third Ucs., which is not repressed, we must admit that the
characteristic of being unconscious begins to lose significance for us. It becomes a
quality which can have many meanings, a quality which we are unable to make, as we
should have hoped to do, the basis of far-reaching and inevitable conclusions.

! The term das Es, as Freud himself explains (SE 19: 23) goes back, in the first place to Georg Groddeck,
and then certainly back to Nietzsche. See also, ‘Editor’s Introduction’ (SE 19: 7).
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Nevertheless we must beware of ignoring this characteristic, for the property of being
conscious or not is in the last resort our one beacon-light in the darkness of depth-
psychology (SE 19: 18).

And thus, again, Freud ends up at the cross-roads of self-contradiction, the result of
which is a new definition of the entire psychic apparatus in terms of the ego, with
unconscious components. It is a topographical mapping of the mind, where particular
attention must be paid to scaling and positioning of each component in relation to the
other ones, and in this sense we are speaking here of a psychological ‘calculus’ which
operates on the basis of an economic paradigm that is bound to the principle of
differentiation as transfer, flow and displacement between levels of intensity.

Given the conclusion that the contrast between consciousness and
unconsciousness leads to irreconcilable ambiguities which stymie any kind of adequately
focused view into the functioning of the human mind, any subsequent investigation must
be bound to the system of consciousness, in both general and specifically theoretical
notions:

Now all our knowledge is invariably bound up with consciousness. We can come to
know even the Ucs. only by making it conscious... We already know the point from
which we have to start in this connection. We have said that consciousness is the surface
of the mental apparatus; that is, we have ascribed it as a function to a system which is
spatially the first one reached from the external world — and spatially not only in the
functional sense but, on this occasion, also in the sense of anatomical dissection. Qur
investigations too must take this perceiving surface as a starting-point (SE 19: 19).

Having identified such a starting-point, the difficulty now becomes to figure out and
describe how can anything at all become conscious?

The crux of the matter comes down to the way things bond with other elements,
like chemical particles which create compounds and thus new substances, in order to
arise as conscious perceptions. When the information stream comes from the direction of

the external reality, the bonding mechanism is that of word-presentations; when it
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originates internally it manifests itself through memory-traces. But the bottom line in
both cases is that things, in order to have a psychologically significant effect, must be
transformed into perception, of which the memory-traces, not unlike the outward bound
perceptions, are also an instance. It therefore follows that:

The question, ‘How does a thing become conscious?” would thus be more
advantageously stated: ‘How does a thing become preconscious?’ And the answer would
be: ‘“Through becoming connected with the word-presentations corresponding to it” (SE
19: 20).

The interesting factor to consider here is that such word-presentations are themselves a
result of memory-traces, or rather their acoustic resonance, since:

Verbal residues are derived primarily from auditory perceptions, so that the system Pcs.
has, as it were, a special sensory source. The visual components of word-presentations
are secondary, acquired through reading, and may to begin with be left on one side; so
may the motor images of words, which, except with deaf-mutes, play the part of auxiliary
indications. In essence a word is after all the mnemic residue of a word that has been
heard (SE 19: 21, my emphasis).

It 1s at this point that we encounter the nexus of the psychoanalytic procedure, which
simply mediates between the external and the internal environments, by attempting to
facilitate new paths of connection between them via language as word-presentations (the
talking-cure). We also arrive at a point of inflection in our own project, which means to
establish sonority and sound, as the paradigm according to which most of the turn of the
century expressive/existential ventures operate.

The importance of hearing and sound to the construction of perception is
emphasized by Freud in the adjoining diagram (Figure 12, Appendix) to the text of The
Ego and the Id, as well as this somewhat ‘rugged’ sentence: “We may add, perhaps, that
the ego wears a ‘cap of hearing’ — on one side only, as we learn from cerebral anatomy. It

might be said to wear it awry” (SE 19: 25). Sound, then, is the general principle of
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consciousness, its construction/showing, its sustenance as well as stability, as is evident
from how Freud relates imaging to the unconscious:

Thinking in pictures is, therefore, only a very incomplete form of becoming conscious. In
some way, too, it stands nearer to unconscious processes than does thinking in words, and
it is unquestionably older than the latter both ontogenetically and phylogenetically (SE
19: 21).

Now we can also apprehend the intriguing formulation, which appears in a few places in
Freud’s writing, and consigns the death-drive to a soundless, mute condition: “...we are
driven to conclude that the death instincts are by their very nature mute and that the
clamour of life proceeds for the most part from Eros” (SE 19: 46). Eros or the libido as
the life affirming drives constitute this very unique part of the id that can never be quite
sublimated, repressed and quieted down, hence the importance of the sexual amortization
in the life of an individual, as well as in Freud’s analytic/theoretical construction. But the
importance and meaning of the contrast between noise and noiselessness, sound and
silence reaches beyond this immediate concern, because for anything to appear at all, for
it to become consciousness and thus exhibit itself as part of the ego, it must be amplified
through words and their sonorous inflection. Sound then, is not simply a metaphor, an
analogy for how everything transpires, but the operational principle, the notation key
under whose auspices reality comes into its own.

Having thus exposed a latent but absolutely crucial theory of sound (which we
still have to relate to the theory of art), we may now begin to understand better the
positioning of the ego in the entire set-up, whose function is not simply a passive one, but
first and foremost an active one, as the mechanism, or rather, more accurately the

method, which translates both the internal and the external stimuli into a coherent
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‘organicism’ (not unlike the one we spoke about in connection to Riegl) of a receptive
surface:

It is easy to see that the ego is that part of the id which has been modified by the direct
influence of the external world through the medium of the Pcpt.-Cs.; in a sense it is an
extension of the surface-differentiation. Moreover, the ego seeks to bring the influence of
the external world to bear upon the id and its tendencies, and endeavours to substitute the
reality principle for the pleasure principle which reigns unrestrictedly in the id... The ego
represents what may be called reason and common sense, in contrast to the id, which
contains the passions (SE 19: 25).

The relationship that these two surfaces enter, the economic trade, is always an auditory
trace, whose identity is found in words, their signification but more importantly simply
their tone, just like Anna O.’s stream of consciousness whose vernacular forgets the
formal linguistic restrictions and simply sounds out its message in a play of showing and
vanishing, like the fort/da (gone/there) play of Freud’s grandson. The boy, trying to come
to terms with his mother’s frequent and sudden absences, resorts to the topographically
choreographed activity of letting objects go and then retrieving them.” It is a play of and
with distances that attempts to gain mastery over the absence these procure. This play, in
which audition is by default engaged, will prove crucial not only to psychoanalysis, but
the entire fin de siecle setting, whose musical rhythm, in its attempt to coordinate a series
of crucial existential absences, swells and lets go as it tries to imitate the missing quality
of experience.

Freud reaches a similar, acoustically-inspired conclusion towards the end of The
Ego and the Id, when he also attempts to bring the concept of the super-ego into the fold
of the general scheme: “Our tentative answer will be that it is as impossible for the super-

ego as for the ego to disclaim its origin from things heard; for it is a part of the ego and

72 The entire episode is described in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, pp. 14-17.
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remains accessible to consciousness by way of these word-presentations (concepts,
abstractions)” (SE 19: 52).

Acoustics as theme and procedure is also in evidence on the pages of Freud’s
writings about the intricacies of the analytical technique, and in the general
recommendations as to its practice. So that, for instance, in Recommendations to
Physicians Practicing Psycho-analysis, Freud uses the following, stark metaphor:

Just as the patient must relate everything that his self-observation can detect, and keep

back all the logical and affective objections that seek to induce him to make a selection

from among them, so the doctor must put himself in a position to make use of everything
he is told for the purposes of interpretation and of recognizing the concealed unconscious
material without substituting a censorship of his own for the selection that the patient has
forgone. To put it in a formula: he must turn his own unconscious like a receptive organ
towards the transmitting unconscious of the patient. He must adjust himself to the patient
as a telephone receiver is adjusted to the transmitting microphone. Just as the receiver
converts back into sound waves the electric oscillations in the telephone line which were
set up by sound waves, so the doctor’s unconscious is able, from the derivatives of the
unconscious which are communicated to him, to reconstruct that unconscious, which has

determined the patient’s free associations (SE 12: 115-116).

This procedure, amounts to what Freud designates in the same essay as gleichschwebende
Aufmerksamkeit, or ‘evenly-suspended attention’:

The technique [of psychoanalysis] is a very simple one. As we shall see, it rejects the use
of any special expedient (even that of taking notes). It consists simply in not directing
one’s notice to anything in particular and in maintaining the same ‘evenly-suspended
attention’ (as [ have called it) in the face of all that one hears... Or, to put it purely in
terms of technique: ‘He [the analyst] should simply listen, and not bother about whether
he is keeping anything in mind (SE 12: 111-112).

In other words, the analyst should simply let the patient’s voice play. Words that are
vociferously expelled both from the thin layer of unimportant everyday experiences, as
well as, hopefully, along with such static interference, from the inner depth of the
‘unconscious’ impulses are streamed into binding channels of communication that
analysis is meant to facilitate. In this manner, it effectuates the desired condition of things

playing themselves out, as they are repeated, for the repressed possesses the uncanny
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quality of Widerholungszwang, the rhythmicity of the ‘compulsion to repeat’ — yet
another expression of the musical ‘algorithm’ whose general outline is already seen in the

mentioned fort/da mechanics of distantiation and bringing closer.
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10. Plasticity, Projection, and Acoustic Manipulation

Among the many equivalent and progressively narrower formulations of the
psychoanalytic practice, we find one that sets the concept of distance at its center:

For the work of analysis proceeds best if the patient’s pathogenic experiences belong to
the past, so that his ego can stand at a distance from them (SE 23: 232).

The purpose, as always, is to bring the pressure of the internal impulsive life, into some
kind of coherent reconciliation with the reality at large. Here, we must remind ourselves,
that Freud imparts this kind of ability for coherent synthesis, to the artist and his art, but
he also mentions the concept in relation to the patient who is to undergo such a procedure
of coherent synthesis, and which, in the end, can only be arrived at by the flexibility of
the patient’s own ego, towards which analysis can only show sometimes the most
efficient way, and at other times only indicate its outlines:

Not every neurotic has a high talent for sublimation; one can assume of many of them
that they would not have fallen ill at all if they had possessed the art of sublimating their
instincts... It must further be borne in mind that many people fall ill precisely from an
attempt to sublimate their instincts beyond the degree permitted by their organization and
that in those who have a capacity for sublimation the process usually takes place of itself
as soon as their inhibitions have been overcome by analysis (SE 12: 119).

It is precisely the artist who displays such a heightened ability for sublimation, and in that
sense, the difference between an individual who is artistically inclined and a ‘normal’
patient, is not one of quality but only of quantity in the ability of the ego to flex its own
structure in the direction of the id, and then, be strong enough to return from such a
journey back to reality. From this assessment, it is only a short step towards a conclusion
that there is a necessary asset that distinguishes the ego from the other psychic

enclosures, which analysis is specifically designed to redress in its deficiency — we could
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generally identify such asset and its periodic lack as the scarcity of flexibility or
plasticity.

On this basis, Freud proposes to differentiate among different types of
individualities, which are more or less prone towards the analytic adjustment as a
function of the plastic ability of the ego. This subject matter, in its dual signification since
it is a matter of the subject, is made into a point of discussion, very late in Freud’s career,
when he attempts to appraise the long run of his intellectual efforts, as well as the
effectiveness and the many vicissitudes of the analytic practice. It appears in one of the

most intriguing and important texts in the entire oeuvre, Analysis Terminable and
Interminable (1937):

If we advance a step further in our analytic experience, we come upon resistances of
another kind, which we can no longer localize and which seem to depend on fundamental
conditions in the mental apparatus... We come across people, for instance, to whom we
should be inclined to attribute a special ‘adhesiveness of the libido’. The processes which
the treatment sets in motion in them are so much slower than in other people because,
apparently, they cannot make up their minds to detach libidinal cathexes [Besetzungen,
i.e., occupations] from one object and displace them on to another... One meets with the
opposite type of person too, in whom the libido seems particularly mobile; it enters
readily upon the new cathexes suggested by analysis, abandoning its former ones in
exchange for them. The difference between the two types is comparable to the one felt by
a sculptor [der bildende Kiinstler], according to whether he works in hard stone or soft
clay [der Ton]. Unfortunately, in this second type the results of analysis often turn out to
be very impermanent: the new cathexes are soon given up once more, and we have an
impression not of having worked in clay, but of having written on water... In another
group of cases we are surprised by an attitude in our patients which can only be put down
to a depletion of the plasticity, the capacity for change and further development, which
we should ordinarily expect. We are, it is true, prepared to find in analysis a certain
amount of psychic inertia... But with the patients I here have in mind, all the mental
processes, relationships and distributions of force are unchangeable, fixed and rigid (SE
23: 241-242, my emphasis).

It is easily noticeable that the conclusion of unchangeable, rigid and inflexible
characterization is a misnomer of sorts, since it only applies to the lack of the desired
outcome and not the actual process. For it is indeed more correct to say, that all types of

resistances, including the three categories described above which Freud is somewhat at a
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loss to explain structurally, involve the concept of plasticity and the mechanics of its
presence or absence in varying degrees and proportions. This is so, even though it is only
to the third case, that Freud specifically attributes the trait of depletion of plasticity. In
fact, each of the three cases could be characterized in those terms, or more exactly, in
terms of the directionality such plasticity is bound to take and thus become available as
the raw-material through which the ego can work on itself.

Of special interest is the analogy employed by Freud to highlight the difference
between the first and the second category of patients and their suitability for analysis.

In direct opposition to the first type of the self which is subsumed under the
captivating delineation of libido’s adhesiveness, the second category distinguishes itself
by its exaggerated and loose movement, its propensity to flow out into the slightest
topographical inclination, being thus unreliable as to the potential permanent resolution
of the impinging pressure under whose merciless constriction the ego operates. In other
words, and more straightforwardly, the problem that we encounter at this point is one of
the overly liberal tendency for a compromise (the second case) and its too conservative
embodiment (the first case). These two types of encounter with analysis and through it
with reality are connected to the psychic economy of distribution. They could be thus
conceptually apprehended via the law of conservation, where the ego sticks to the tried,
tested and true formula of reality definition, looking askance at the world; and the law of
entropy, which solicits reality for an immediate engagement, with the effect that the
system tends towards dispersion, and equally spread out energetics of investment. And
whereas Freud does not give us any indication as to the source of such overabundance or

depletion of plasticity as the uncontrollable growth or exaggerated wilting, the
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willingness towards re-design of reality’s overall image, should remind us of the
conclusion about the inherent artistic flexibility of the ego, where information, possessing
a double grammatical structure (the internal and the external) circulates between reality
and illusion, being able to find its way back, when things indeed go according to plan.
We may with a high degree of confidence conclude that in this particular instance, Freud
has something similar in mind.

Such an assessment is possible by exploring the analogy employed in the course
of the explication. As we have seen above, the English translation makes a reference to a
sculptor, who works either in stone or clay. The equivalent in the original German runs as
follows: “Es ist ein Unterschied, wie ihn der bildende Kiinstler verspiiren mag, ob er in
hartem Stein oder in weichem Ton arbeitet”. Now, the reference to a sculptor seems to be
indeed an over-adjustment of the text, since the phrase ‘bildende Kiinstler’ means artists
in general, and not specifically the sculptor for which the German language has a distinct
word ‘der Bildhauer’. The choice of a specific type of artist, as opposed to leaving the
text in its anonymous, aggregate reference, which points in the direction of the fine arts
(‘die bildende Kiinste’), is no doubt dictated by the metaphorical use of ‘hard stone’ and
‘soft clay’, thus sharpening the logic, rationality and clarity of the English text, which in
German remains much more ambiguous and in need of interpretation. The decision that
the English translation takes as to such an interpretation promotes textual exclusivity,
leaning in the direction of the passage being simply and purely of metaphorical value,
and thus robbing it of any possible theoretical self-worthiness. For whereas ‘der Ton’
could indeed be translated as clay or even more specifically potter’s clay, its primary

meaning (at least as far as what it immediately suggests to us) is sound, tone, note, and
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even potentially tone of colour. The possibility of such an interpretation still remains,
even after we consider the logical, comparative connection that should exist between
stone and clay; a grammatical logic, which (speaking purely from the rationality of the
attempted comparison) the tone as sound would intensify even more, since clay and tone,
relate hermeneutically through the concept of plasticity, which encompasses them both.
The signifying power the word still possesses in German, and which we can glimpse
schematically as something that concerns malleability, softness, suppleness and
flexibility, to which both sound and clay adhere in their materiality, stems from the
etymological origin of the word, from the Greek ronos (tension, tone) and feinein (to
stretch). This etymological origin is more significant than merely a historical, linguistic
curiosity, for it suggests to us a surface, onto which both of these elements settle, the
peculiar surface of the turn of the century and its body, to which the Freudian ego also
belongs.

Reconsidering the passage from the standpoint of our most recent discussion, we
see that Freud is after a type of artistic alignment and ability absolutely necessary for the
ego to be evocative of itself and responsive to analysis. Such artistry lies in the bond or
adhesiveness of the plastic element, but one which must also be receptive to structural
manipulation; in other words, the end result must be a scaffolding which can support the
reconstructive project, while, all along, stabilizing it. This is why, free and unbound
plasticity, in the form of a directionless and dispersed tone, will not do here, just as the
clumsiness and lack of elasticity of something like a stone, will prove inadequate. The
self cast in iron, or liquefied to the point where any attempted influence will have an

impact of ‘writing in water’, is a de-conditioning of the ego, whose parameters are set on
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its reinforcement, without making it into reinforced, concrete and mute statue (like a
stone monument), but rather giving it stabilizing flexibility, like the one of a plant or a
musical composition.

In this roundabout way, we have reached the appropriate moment to return to the
discussion of the ‘I’, as it appears in The Ego and the Id, specifically its always
underestimated, and maybe even under-represented (in Freud’s theory) physicality.

The body that has already emerged though our discussion, and the one which is
surfacing presently, is the body of fonality, not in the strictly musical, technical sense of
the word, but rather its connotative power, since the ego, when it is in full possession of
its powers, is first and foremost connotative. The meaning of tonality in this juxtaposition
constitutes a sort of materiality that metaphorically could be designated as ‘tonal glue’,
thus encapsulating both senses that the German ‘der Ton’ still articulates, that of the tone
and clay as moulding material. It is the Jahrhundertwende corporeality, on mutually
overlapping levels of art, aesthetics, theory, philosophy, culture and finally the body
proper, that merges these two notions, juxtaposing them into the overtone of the world,
not only because its environment is uncertain and never fully formed, but especially
because via this tenor, the possibility and the desire for a future are condensed in the
nameless experience of the moment. This connotative progression and its expectation are
enclosed in the ‘commotion’ of ego’s own body:

Another factor, besides the influence of the system Pcpt. [perception], seems to have
played a part in bringing about the formation of the ego and its differentiation from the
id. A person’s own body, and above all its surface, is a place form which both external
and internal perceptions may spring. It is seen like any other object, but to the touch it
yields two kinds of sensations, one of which may be equivalent to an internal
perception... Pain, too, seems to play a part in the process, and the way in which we gain
new knowledge of our organs during painful illnesses is perhaps a model of the way by
which in general we arrive at the idea of our body.
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The ego is first and foremost a bodily ego; it is not merely a surface entity, but is itself
the projection of a surface (SE 19: 25-26).

It almost seems that this last sentence stands in the way of everything that Freud has
attempted to emphasize; and for this reason, it is needs to be elaborated upon. Elaboration
is a well chosen signifier, since the body, as it appears in Freud’s text, refines its
materiality into the form of the ego, which proves to be a crucial addition to the overall
scheme. Its central role falls back onto the notion of play, since the body is a show-man
(der Schauspieler), an actor, an agent who looks, shows, observes and is in turn looked
at, observed and shown; an operation, which like a surgical procedure, is not only
performed on itself, in a sort of auto-dissection via the super-ego, but also accomplished
through analysis. This theme also weaves itself into Freud’s text under the cloak of an
analogy, whose overall communicative value, as we must continually emphasize, is much
more consequential and active than a mere linguistic trope; an analogy which compares
the work of the analyst to that of a surgeon:

I cannot advise my colleagues too urgently to model themselves during psycho-analytic
treatment on the surgeon, who puts aside all his feelings, even his human sympathy, and
concentrates his mental forces on the single aim of performing the operation as skilfully
as possible (SE 12: 115).

The technical terminology under whose auspices the body acquires its specific tectonic
structure is specifically concerned with a reality-bound Kkinetics assigned to the
underdeveloped concept of sublimation as well as the somewhat convoluted notion of
projection. Beginning with the latter notion, there appears an important footnote to the
statement about the bodily ego, which is included in the 1927 English translation of the
Ego and the Id, and apparently authorized by Freud. It expands on the quite cryptic

formulation, which, as we have seen above, runs as follows: “The ego is first and
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foremost a bodily ego; it is not merely a surface entity, but is itself the projection of a
surface”. The footnote further explains that:

Le. the ego is ultimately derived from bodily sensations, chiefly from those springing
from the surface of the body. It may thus be regarded as a mental projection of the
surface of the body, besides, as we have seen above, representing the superficies of the
mental apparatus (SE 19: 26).

Through this short clarification, which does not appear in the German version of the text,
we are prone to conclude that the ego is an ‘image’ (although we should not think here in
purely visual terms), a representation of the body, which the latter expels from its own
confines. The ego as the projection of a surface, is a plane of the mental apparatus itself,
its outer layer, and in this sense it is its organism, its organ, the effigy of the physical
body, which is charged with a very similar function — that of holding the entire mass of
processes, parts and systems together, in a state of hard won coherence/equilibrium.
Through its outer musculature which is in the position of most direct contact with
the world and which, according to Freud, is the most immediate, action-imbued
manifestation of the aggressive drive, the body’s role is progressive. It performs like the
sensitive/resonant connecting membrane through which every perception must pass and
leave a mark, in order for it to be registered as energetic trace in the enclosure that the
mind and its psychology encompass. The body then is primary, not only in this
dynamic/economic sense of the word, but also archaically, from the phylogenetically
informed viewpoint, since, before the full development of the intellect and through it, the

modern psychic apparatus, it was standing over and against the world, very much on its

own.
If a large part of the ego remains under the tension of resistance to things which

threaten its always fought-for existence, then the body is also a paradigm and an activity
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of constant resisting exercises, if only through its mechanical set-up, as a geometrically
organized musculature. In fact, the ego cannot exist without the incessant readiness, and
in actuality, undisturbed praxis of muscle-flexing. And at one point in his constantly
spiralling discussion, Freud lets the two forms, the physical and the psychical merge and
infiltrate one another, through yet another analogical construct:

As a frontier creature, the ego tries to mediate between the world and the id, to make the
id pliable to the world and, by means of its muscular activity, to make the world fall in
with the wishes of the id. In point of fact it behaves like the physician during an analytic
practice: it offers itself, with the attention it pays to the real world, as a libidinal object to
the id, and aims at attaching the id’s libido to itself (SE 19: 56, my emphasis).

To venture out and compare the ego to the analyst, which skilfully and artfully meanders
its way through the many potential traps on the way towards a clearance through which it
could pass, and surpass itself in a sense by coming out on the other side, finding out
(surprisingly!) that it has only come up upon itself, encountered its own image, is to once
again reduce things to a common denominator of art and its own type of ‘science’. The
ego is both scientific and artful. It is its own engineer via analysis, and its own artist, in
the way it turns mere hypothesis into a fully functional materiality of a model, a step
which science, being by nature much more insecure, rarely takes, if at all. In this sense, it
could be argued that the ego is always in a certain sublimated state of anxiety. What
prevents it from a case of full-blown neurosis (and this is the crux of the matter) is its
ability to remain in the tension of anticipation, of being suspended by wire, descending
down a crevice, while knowing and trusting the firmness of the line connecting it to the
ledge, up above, the ledge of reality.

It is only art that possesses the methodological know-how, as well as practical
experience, which would allow one to remain in the circulatory system of reality-non

reality, a system that sublimates because it strokes reality, almost innocently, thus giving
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the stock of general, culturally shared values and modes of operation, the sheen of non-
exchangeable intimacy. This kind of solution might seem to be very inconsequential,
banal and ridiculously superficial, but for the ego it means the world. In other words, the
aesthetics of refraction is all that the ego ever needs, being caught up, as it is, in the
perspective of its own centrality, its own linearity, since it falls so easily into the gutter of
a straight line — the line that leads most directly and expediently to its own self, as the
immovable anchor through which everything emanates.

It is the concept of sublimation as a special way of projecting that proposes to
grasp the way of such refraction. Sublimation in Freud’s paradigm, is an underdeveloped
notion, without clearly marked borders of its own meaning, as J. Laplanche and J. B.
Pontalis, point out in their psychoanalytical dictionary.”” The interesting aspect of the
entire issue of definition, at least from our standpoint, is the ascription of sublimation to
the an activity that falls outside of the bounds of sexuality, pure and simple, even though
it does not dispense with the energy stemming from the Eros, in general. Sexuality is the
central component in psychoanalysis, the constantly fought-over and fought-for area both
in the realm of individual psychology and psychoanalytical practice, not simply because
Freud is stubborn and intransigent (a description that has been ascribed to his biography
anyway) but because there is an existential ground and hence a theoretically
indispensable one, for its persistence. Freud needs sexuality, in its most basic genital
configuration, not only to bring stability to his system via a non-negotiable, historically
‘ordained’ (via the Oedipus complex) existential statement, but also to account for a part
of reality that is inescapably prevalent and uncompromising, both psychologically as well

as culturally:

7 J. Laplanche and J. B. Pontalis, Das Vocabular der Psychoanalyse.
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The suppression of the pleasure principle by the reality principle, with all the psychical
consequences involved, which is here schematically condensed into a single sentence, is
not in fact accomplished all at once; nor does it take place simultaneously all along the
line. For while this development is going on in the ego-instincts, the sexual instincts
become detached from them in a very significant way. The sexual instincts behave auto-
erotically at first, they obtain their satisfaction in the subject’s own body and therefore do
not find themselves in the situation of the reality principle; and when, later on, the
process of finding an object begins, it is soon interrupted by the long period of latency,
which delays sexual development until puberty. These two factors — auto-eroticism and
the latency period — have as their result that the sexual instinct is held up in its psychical
development and remains far longer under the dominance of the pleasure principle, from
which in many people it is never able to withdraw (SE 12: 222).

The only way that such sexual inscription of the body can be dealt with (apart from a
normal sexual development) is a reinvestment of the libidinal energy into areas that are
not sexual, properly speaking, a process which, at least at one point, Freud refers to as
sublimation.

Freud returns to the concept of sublimation many times over the years, always
having in mind a certain replacement value that is achieved through creative/intellectual
work and activity, but changing the parameters of how this entire staging of hand-over
and cover-up transpires. Nonetheless the issue here, as always, seems to be the continuity
of the inescapable trade between primitive/life forces and culture:

It [the sexual drive] places extraordinarily large amounts of force at the disposal of
civilized activity, and it does this in virtue of its especially marked characteristic of being
able to displace its aim without materially diminishing in intensity. This capacity to
exchange its originally sexual aim for another one, which is no longer sexual but which is
psychically related to the first aim, is called the capacity for sublimation (SE 9: 187).

We see therefore that sublimation is vaulted over a mere descriptive instance, towards a
meditative settlement, which negotiates an agreement between the lower and the higher
aims of the organism and its reality, and in this sense it is not only to be understood as
parallel to artistic activity, but in fact, should be accorded the place of equivalency with

the latter.
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The progressive discussion that leads to the tripartite division of the psychic
apparatus in the Ego and the Id, eventually comes to the reiteration of a topic that Freud
had already considered in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, i.e., the two kinds of
elementary drives, their relations, blending and potential enervation. A fully formed
psychological organism is connected to life and to itself via a play of fusion and de-
fusion of the said drives, which as we know, comprise the life affirming instincts of the
Eros and the destructive, aggressive instincts of the death-drive. The formative lustration,
in the sense of cleaning, purification and surveying of the mixed proportions as far as the
two drives are concerned, or in other words, their transformation into a material suitable
for external reality, is accomplished by a third type of energy, which Freud designates as
a neutral way of binding and attaching:

We have reckoned as though there existed in the mind — whether in the ego or in the id —
a displaceable energy, which, neutral in itself, can be added to a qualitatively
differentiated erotic or destructive impulse, and augment its total cathexis [Besetzung].
Without assuming the existence of a displaceable energy of this kind we can make no
headway. The only question is where it comes from, what it belongs to, and what it
signifies (SE 19: 44).

Here we should hear the overtones of Freud’s discussion about artistic ability, to which
he assigns a similar sort of anonymity, displacement and mystery of origin. Neutrality
mimics, or more accurately transmits the same lack of placement, lack of commitment
and a clear expression of a mandate, thus being free to spontaneously admit to an
absorption by any of the clearly committed drives, by creatively and almost whimsically
choosing an object or a task as the vehicle for expression. In this sense, Freud, in a latent
and never explicitly and firmly established way, postulates a third drive, which would be
the best characterization of the ego, pure and simple, distilled of the other impulses

whose ultimate state of allegiance lies in a foreign territory, and that would mean in turn,
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that the ego, wearing no borrowed clothing, is an uncommitted designer of its own faith;
a plastic form, which in a child-like manner, simply likes to play a game of life, for its
own sake, not to mention that it likes to play with itself and by itself, via the
communicative skin of basic ground-layer narcissism. At this stage of the entire
paradigm, such neutral energy is instructed by the libido:

It seems a plausible view that this displaceable and neutral energy, which is no doubt
active both in the ego and in the id, proceeds from the narcissistic store of the libido —
that it is desexualized Eros... If this displaceable energy is desexualized libido, it may
also be described as sublimated energy; for it would still retain the main purpose of Eros
— that of uniting and binding — in so far as it helps towards establishing the unity, or
tendency to unity, which is particularly characteristic of the ego. If thought-processes in
the wider sense are to be included among these displacements, then the activity of
thinking is also supplied from the sublimation of erotic motive forces (SE 19: 44-45).

Thinking, as one of those higher, culturally sanctioned activities, is a store of isolated
elasticity, which does indeed come from the libido, since, as Freud does not fail to point
out throughout, the sexual instincts are distinguished by their exaggerated plasticity. The
important aspect to consider at this particular point is the place of the body, which stands
in the midst of action:

An instinct ... is distinguished from a stimulus by the fact that it arises from sources of
stimulation within the body, that it operates as a constant force and that the subject cannot
avoid it by flight, as is possible with an external stimulus. We can distinguish an
instinct’s source, object and aim. Its source is a state of excitation in the body, its aim is
the removal of that excitation; on its path from its source to its aim the instinct becomes
operative psychically. We picture it as a certain quota of energy which presses in a
particular direction (SE 22: 96).

It is, perhaps, only now, that we can make some sense of the closing paragraph in Part II

of the Ego and the Id, which sums up the previously introduced discussion on the ‘body-

?

ego’:

If we come back once more to our scale of values, we shall have to say that not only what
is lowest but also what is highest in the ego can be unconscious. It is as if we were thus
supplied with a proof of what we have just asserted of the conscious ego: that it is first
and foremost a body-ego (SE 19: 27).
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The lowest things obviously are the deep running networks of drives and
impulses, the highest, on the other hand, are those that are closest to the surface of
external reality, and which, for this reason, are accorded the highest cultural value, since
they are necessary for the self maintaining drive of reality on the edge, suspended
between the two classes of instincts. And it is the ego, that through this razor-thin ledge
of proscription, creates for itself a space, which will be digestible enough to be
consumed, thus satisfying its inherent need for an environment that it can feel at home in,
which can be absorptive and accepting of its strange sort of neutrality and non-
commitment; its ability to change its mind on the spur of the moment, and seemingly
recalibrate the general precepts and preconditions of what, in the end, remains non-
negotiable. We will once again refer to this sort of instrumentality as the artistic/creative
drive, which operates on the premise of a plastic moulding material, a tonal glue whose
neutrality gives it an adhesive power to bond itself to any object and its surface, even to
itself, as we can surmise form the importance that is accorded to the theory of narcissism
in the Freudian paradigm.

We should also not lose sight of the fact that Freud refers explicitly to the
unconscious when speaking of the highest and the lowest things. At first glance, this
assertion has the potential to contradict Freud’s argument for the diminished importance
of this realm in the entire set-up of the mind, as well as our argument that Freud’s entire
psychology is a psychology of the ego, as a certain power towards the creation of new
materiality out of the strands of what remains in us, as part of the phylogenetic
development of the species (since the id, is first and foremost an archive of archaic

structures, and the ego, only a late cultural development, that arises out of its energetic
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formula). The resolution of this seemingly insurmountable problem, lies precisely in the
understanding which is difficult to come by, that both the unconscious and the conscious
in psychoanalysis, are not simply abstractions, but progress according to, and are but two
poles of a different sort of materiality, an alternate chemical state, to which the best
description that can be found, would be the sound-wave, or as we have already elaborated
above, the duality of der Ton — something that is perhaps not immediately perceptible,
but makes itself known via the undeniable presence of real effects. This is how we should
comprehend the somewhat cryptic formulation, that the ego is not merely a surface entity
(this would give it the sort of materiality that we find in objects, the materiality of a piece
of wood, for instance) but a projection of a surface. All the analytical and theoretical
strife, the difficulty (Freud’s as well as our own) lies precisely in this realm, and our
continually frustrated ability to describe it, to compare it with things that are more easily
accessible to us, more easily approachable, more familiar. And in the end, we might have
to be simply satisfied with the namelessness of its anonymity. Nonetheless, let us try to
approximate its ‘molecular structure’ by reconsidering the concept of projection, in light
of what we have just explored in the nature of sublimation. Here, inadvertently, we need
to speak of something like projection of sublimation or, in an even more restricted sense,
sublimation as projection.

The concept of projection experiences a fate somewhat similar to that of
sublimation, with the significant difference that the end result of its state of definition is
much more sharply demarcated. For this reason, its short exploration and exposition will
prove of a two-fold value to us: (1) as a further specification and elucidation of Freud’s

explicitly drawn connection between the body and the ego as projection of a surface; and
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(2) as a tool of utility that will allow us to shed some more light on the formula of
sublimation, which is central to the nature of artistic activity, in general. Of course, as is
often the case, these two points of focus are closely related, where one inadvertently
touches upon and flows into the other. For this reason, they will be discussed on an
equivalent plane, as one mass of an information-saturated layer.

Projection gives us access to its meaning intuitively, as something that protrudes
outwards in a sort of reflection or, when distortions are taken into account, refraction. It
can be a positive, neutral or negative streaming of energy, which always moves from one
space, usually the one of the inner self, towards another, like the external environment.
Thus, irrespective of its content, it is first and foremost an indication of directionality, of
movement, which displaces something from one enclosure onto a different one. Having
taken such broad definition into consideration, the specific meaning of projection is then
complicated by its extensive use, not only in an everyday/technical lexicon, but also in
the field of neurology, psychology, geometry and most recently, cultural studies.
Nonetheless, speaking strictly from within the field of psychoanalysis, projection
describes an operation through which the subject ejects the misrecognized and rejected
‘objects’, qualities, feelings and wishes out of itself, only to localize and find them again
in another subject matter, whether a person, a thing, or the environment in general. In this
manner, the issue of projection in the Freudian set-up is always something like, a
disowning projection, or even more accurately a projection which is based on the

condition of disavowal, in German Verleugnung.
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Projection® operates in various pathological and normal psychological
configurations. The concept first acquires significance as a primary defence-mechanism,
which is originally introduced during Freud’s study of paranoia. The famous case-study
of Schreber is based almost in its entirety on the mechanism of projection, although here
the concept undergoes further fine-tuning, since now, it is not simply a primary defence
but only a phase of it, in the general procedure of symptom-building. Of interest to us, is
also the fact that Freud uses the formulation in a cultural setting, to designate the normal
socially specific conditions of superstition, mythology, animism etc., which constitute
some of the most prevalent components of religious behaviour. We should be right away
reminded here of the already established connection to the general theme of a world-
view. In an interesting fashion, then, the entire issue of a Weltanschauung is a case of
projection. Having said all that, the difficulty of grasping the meaning of the concept, lies
in its very close similarity to other fundamental psychoanalytic formulations, such as
transference or identification. The former is especially crucial to the analytical situation
itself, and the patient-doctor relationship. In connection to this situation, Freud uses
projection in only one specific instance, i.e. when the analysand ascribes words and
thoughts to the analyst, which in actual fact are his own. Nonetheless, as Laplanche and
Pontalis point out, projection in psychoanalysis can be assigned two quite specific
meanings. The first one of these could be understood in a ‘cinematographic’ sense, where
an image originating in the unconscious is being mapped onto the external reality. It is
here that projection takes the shape of a disavowal and displacement of desires, wishes,

wants and qualities onto another subject, where what one had denied oneself is once

™ My discussion over the length of this paragraph is based on Laplanche’s and Pontalis’ abstract of the
concept in The Vocabulary of Psychoanalysis.
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again found and rediscovered. The code according to which this type of projection
operates is that of ‘not-wanting-to know’. The second meaning is more mechanically
instituted, for it is a signification of the actual path of things being ‘thrown out’ away
from the self, which would be closer to an actual loss of a body part, the loss of
materiality that one does not want to accept, and then again, its uncovering via a distance
of things that are foreign, which stand apart. Here the main operational manifesto is the
principle of ‘not-wanting-to-be’ something, somehow, in some way. The important point
to keep in mind, a point which needs to be emphasized, is that there is no simple
equivalency between the self and the other in whose constitution the subject is attempting
to read his own organics, his own organs, which were dispensed with, and now can be
made to speak via a round-about route of amplification and focusing on a foreign
territory. Remembering this, projection comes into a more pristine accentuation, as the
relationship of otherness and strangeness towards oneself (hence Freud’s definition of the
famous term das Unheimliche, as first of all, an uncanny stance in orientation to things
most familiar) and one of intimacy through distance (what Benjamin will describe as the
aura)’> towards the other, since the other here is a recording/storage device, an archive of
sorts, on whose surface the subject reads himself. Formulating the matter in such a way,
also gives us immediate access to the notion of projection in relation to the ego, moreover
the ego as projection of the surface of the body.

Since Freud understands the physical body as a mass that is shot through and
through with the instinctual energy of the drives, its coagulated muscular form must find

other outlets, another form of self-expression that would, in its immediacy, be less

7> The fact that Benjamin bemoans the loss of aura/distance is an indication that the modern subject perhaps
lacks adequate psychological underpinnings to deal with his current, technology-saturated circumstances.
We will engage in a discussion along these lines, later on in our narrative.
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threatening, aggressive and potentially self-destructive. Hence, after a prolonged cultural
development the ego is created as a different space, object, mass, or even more radically a
different self, on whose surface the body can find the elements of which it wants to know
nothing, as well as configurations that it does not want to be. And since it is dominated in
its structural base-condition by the drives, what it does not want to know of and
acknowledge is the necessity of delay and even forgoing of immediate satisfaction; in the
same vein, what it does not want to be is reality, to experience it in any other way than
the muscular and reproductive release, which would lead to a state of immediate
equilibrium, i.e., death. The ego then, in its positioning, brings the world to the body; it
turns the desire for immediate release into so many ways of decay as a delay tactic that
would make the body durable and enduring enough for cultural development. It is here,
that we should briefly reconsider and finally connect the two concepts of sublimation and
projection.

Given the fact, that sublimation is an investment of the libidinal energy into tasks
and objects of non-sexual nature, the constitutive difference between sublimation and
projection, is precisely that of manifest content and targeting, i.e., the latter makes no
qualitative differentiation of the sexual/non-sexual sort, and is moreover very much
dominated by the overbearing ‘reaction-formation’ of a sexual type. This is why,
projection could be understood as an infiltration of the ego by the drives, an invasion
which creates surface marks and eddies that do not, properly speaking, belong to it, or
more accurately, vortexes that are part of the id, which are then used in deference to the
ego in handling with the external environment, thus undermining the ego’s task of

neutralization. Such a neutral ego, which is simply and purely a store of creative, plastic
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energy, is in itself an abstraction, given the presence of the alien particles which cannot
be fully filtered out. But this definition is also the closest description of the ego’s
elementary nature, its uniqueness and originality, its special responsibility and function.
We may also say here, that projection, when the entire problematic is untangled, is more
primary culturally, because the body projects its own structural dimension into the world
from the start, as can be surmised from the ancient mythology and its anthropomorphism,
a fact to which Freud himself draws attention during his elaboration of the concept.
Sublimation then is a special case of the ‘naturally occurring’ projective energy, which
establishes the mature ego; an energy whose most visible expression is artistic activity.
To describe the ego as a projection of the surface of the body, as Freud does, is to speak
of projection in both senses, as an extension and at the same time sublimation of the
body. The two occur almost simultaneously in varying proportions and mixtures. But it is
also an undeniable fact, that sublimation as a more advanced formula of projection, is a
more effective and efficient technique of dealing with the world through the body, a
technique nonetheless which is also much more fragile, scarce and unstable (given its
artistic nature).

But, and this is the monumental point that I have been trying to establish, the ego
as such projective, material surface of the body is not simply simulation or pure mimesis,
but rather an elaboration of the body’s potential to encompass the world that lies beyond
the immediacy of it own physicality and its logic, thus moving away tangentially from its
tendency to simply impose itself on the world. In this sense, the ego should be

approached and apprehended by us as a creative agent, which, as it arises, blows horizons
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out of proportion, creating engagements and outlets for the always overabundant store of
energetic impulses.

Using the already established semantics, we should ascribe to the ego the position
that a vanishing-point occupies in painterly perspective, as distance at whose outlines the
vision of symmetry, of standard and well established procedural activity finds momentary
stability, as it just as quickly fails and degenerates, thus opening vistas of different
signifying possibilities. In this form, the ego is a formula through which the body
disavows or even rejects itself, only to find itself again on a different plane; the plane of
instructional accumulation of delay methodologies, creative re-formative ‘work-orders’
which, taken together, operate according to the logic of aesthetics of disappearance, by
making the realms further and further separated from the comforting notion of the body,
available for interaction and intimacy, thus giving distance the flare of familiarity.

The ego is not only an abstract sign, a mute description, but an archetypal artist,
whose artistic drive invents new creative ways of the necessary mediation between the
whisper of the world and the rigidity, stubbornness of the body. It is a surface that is
receptive (given that its creative energy is distinguished by adaptive neutrality) to the
implantation of foreign elements, which, when re-engineered, open up the world in new

ways to the entire, conflict-ridden and self contradictory psychic apparatus.

ok ok

In this latest discussion of Freud, I have attempted to create a bridge between what had
been said, and what still needs to be discussed. This attempted crossing means to further
establish and re-affirm the paradigm of aesthetics and art, as the medium of mass

communication in the fin de siécle reality.
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The formulations and descriptions that we arrive at by theoretical analysis and
elaboration are very often confirmed, almost word for word, in another text from an
outlaying area of our immediate concern, before that text had made itself known as a
possible evidentiary affidavit. Such is the case with a journal, that has come to my
attention, after the fact, or after the above section had been completed, making itself
known and carrying the message that [ saw only indirectly, in the most pointed way by
explicitly proposing some of those things that, in Freud, exist only latently, in disguise.

The publication in question appears for the first time in the year 1890, under the
title Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie and Physiologie der Sinnesorgane (‘Journal for the
Psychology and Physiology of the Sense Organs’). This title, in its own formulation,
speaks to almost everything that we have been exploring: it indicates a very unique
approach to the human sciences at around the turn of the century, which blends
psychology, physiology, biology and philosophy into a volatile mixture, which is charged
with the task, or even the tension of supporting an increasingly corroded reality. Our
immediate concern falls onto one particular instance; an article, or more accurately a
book review written in 1897, by Konrad Lange. In it, Lange proposes to give historical-
evolutionary grounding of aesthetics, as he is, at the same time reviewing a book by Karl
Gross Die Spicle der Tiere, or ‘The Play of Animals’.”® The topic touches directly onto
the concept of play, and in this guise it is very much in accord with our earlier discussion
of Freud, both in what has been directly expressed in his theory, as well as our entrance

onto the scene from a slightly protruding direction.

7 The entire title of Lange’s piece runs: Gedanken zu einer Asthetick auf entwickelungsgeschichtlicher
Grundlage. Gleichzeitig als Bericht iiber Karl Gross, “Die Spiele der Tiere”. It is found in vol. 14, 1897,

pp. 242273 of the above mentioned journal. Hereafter cited in text.
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Lange responds to Gross from the perspective of his own, recently published book
Kiinstlerische Erziehung der deutschen Jugend (‘The Artistic Education of German
Youth’), in which he asserts that play is the underling mechanism, the bedrock on whose
foundation, any artistic activity rests. In his own words:

When in year 1893, I wrote my Kiinstlerische Erziehung der deutschen Jugend, it was of
course necessary to discuss the play of children more closely. It is during such discussion,
when it became clear to me that play, in a more important way than I have previously
thought, is an analogous phenomenon to or a precondition of art (Gedanken, p. 242, my
translation).

Gross, as we can already surmise from the title of his manuscript, engages with the
problem of play in animals, a topic that Lange welcomes not only as a desired addition to
the theory of aesthetics and its evolution, but also as an extension, with some
modifications, of his own thesis, which he reiterates during the course of his ‘review’.
The conclusion is that play and the concept of art, to which Lange refers in the
same way | have already proposed in reference to Freud, i.e., as the artistic-drive, are
inseparable. In this sense, play at the most primitive level found in animals or its already
considerable sophistication in children, and finally its most advanced instance as artistic
pursuit, is the necessary component of all reality building; a component that acquires
more and more weight as well as significance, the closer we get to the turn of the century.
Its existential importance is found in its enabling, productive ‘irrigation’ of the self,
which makes art possible. Such playful possibility or possibility as play is not a matter of
leisure or simply pleasure, but in a much more radical manner, it is the essence of the
entire artistic gestalt, the moment of its arising out of the struggle for existence. The exact
process, the way it is presented by Lange in 1897, three years before Freud publishes the
Interpretation of Dreams, and some twenty before his fully formulated theory of the

drives, employs very similar reasoning:
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It is a fact that the more highly developed individual organism, whose intelligence is
already formed to a certain degree, can come through his struggle for existence, without
the presence of his innate instincts, or said more accurately, in spite of the fact that these
are already, to a certain degree repressed. The higher the development of intelligence, the
more can the instincts be dispensed with, and when it is somehow necessary for the
species, die out. In the interest of the development of higher intelligence, they will even
have to die out, so that through their retreat, a certain amount of room will be made free
for the development of intelligence (ibid., p. 261, my translation).

A clear line of logical endowment can be neatly drawn from this text, to the later
Freudian paradigm, the specific details, definitional inconsistencies and dynamic
proportions, notwithstanding. The important realization is, of course, that Freud does not
operate in an intellectual vacuum, that his professional and academic training, ingrained
in him certain ready-made hermeneutic recognition marks of the world, interpretive
‘hieroglyphs’, if we may call them such, that create the base from which he then springs
forward, into a world of his own, even though the latter is ever so much more, simply an
expression, quite exasperated at times, of what had been ingrained previously. In a word,
the logic that underpins the setting cannot be escaped, although it can definitely be
displaced, or even disowned, via a projective disavowal which transpires as a new
philosophical/theoretical direction.”’

There is another formulation in Lange’s exegesis that connects Freud to a heritage
that he, very often, feels in need of disowning or at least mis-acknowledging. Lange
refers to it as Selbsttauschung (self-deception) and integrates it into the activity of play,
or even in a more stringent formulation, makes self-deception the integral part of play.
All play in this scheme is self-deception, a way of building the world through illusion,

which should never be confused with something like a hallucination, pure and simple,

77 For a neatly elaborated line of intellectual allegiances, that moves from Freud’s basic education, through
the philosophy of Herbart, Helmholtz’s psychophysics, to Freud’s primary association with his teachers
(Briicke and Meynert) as well as early collaborates (Breuer and Fliess) and their saturation with the 19™
century physics, psychology, physiology and philosophy, see Ernest Jones, Sigmund Freud Life and Work,
vol. 1, especially pp. 405415.
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1.e., as sensory failure, but reaffirmation of the world via the process of abstraction,
which, just as is the case with children, can or even has to be, weighted down with
tangibility and tactility. Apprehended as such, self-deception, as Lange points out,
becomes not only “...the mother of play, but also the mother of art” (Gedanken, p. 263).
As is the case again and again in the years leading up to the Jahrhundertwende
and beyond, the project that Lange ultimately sets for himself is very ambitious. It aims at
nothing less than firmly establishing the paths along which the modern aesthetic taste
develops from the play of animals, through the play of children, and from these to the
archaic art and culture of the ‘primitive’ civilizations, which finally, become the blueprint
of the modern, culturally and artistically mature individual. For these reasons Lange
proposes a typology which is based on another important coagulation of images that we
have already encountered, especially in our discussion of Hermann Bahr — the play of the
senses. So that for example, music develops from the acoustical sensual play of the
animals, and not only the vocal but also the instrumental music; rhythm in the same
connection is derived from the various playful movements of imitation etc., which
eventually also, through its illusory ability, leads to the plastic and dramaturgical arts.
Hence our preliminary conclusion: the ego is a method of playful self-deception,
and in this stance, it is also a certain neutral plastic material full of potential, whose
anxiety comes from the fact that it is also open to expectation, be it from others or from
itself, in all the variety of sources. Nonetheless, it is primarily and regularly open to

formation and formulation, to moulding, splitting and bringing together again. This
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inescapable logic makes it into an ‘artistic individuality’ which looks for its own style of
existence, needs it, in order to be a self.’

We can perhaps understand better now, how the fin de siécle as it tries to connote
its own spatial arrangements, might want to turn everything slightly askew by using what
historically had already been ‘harvested’, in a new combinatory calculus, which amounts
to saying, that it uses it own memory, its own ego in continually readjusting the shape of
its current perceptions and this again creates a parallel line to the psychoanalytic
enterprise professed by Freud. Being thus historically inclined, or memory imbued via the
ego, the subject and his body feel as if they are able to consume their own space, as
opposed to being consqmed by it, thus perpetuating the act of fundamental but necessary
self-deception. We need only to think here visually, and present ourselves with the vision
and the type of space arrangement that arises in Cubism, where the objects look jarred,
even ‘bloated’ and fat, gorging themselves on the space whose line of division between
hospitality and hostility traces along their ‘undigested’ contours (Figure 13, Appendix). It
is precisely here, that objects (guitars, violins, anthropomorphic silhouettes in Picasso, for
instance) lose their standard logic of unassailable consciousness and integrity; lose their
rational identity, to become newly engineered organs. The entire Freudian psychic
apparatus is an expression of this type of organic engineering, as is Schoenberg’s

dodecaphonic system. In the case of the former, this is evident through the kind of

’® As an aside note, we may mention, that our specific identification of the logic of the artistic-drive, which
is lodged in the ego, also gives us a rudimentary answer to Freud’s puzzling (from the stand point at which
we have arrived) inability to propose or venture a speculation, of how it is that some individuals possess
artistic talent. Predictably, we may answer: artistic talent, as a logical consequence of the way we have read
the Freudian paradigm, as well as the contextual environment in which it is imbedded (hangs suspended), is
simply a quantitative function of the always already present and psychically endowed plastic/playful
character of the ego. This means, as the popular notion aiready identifies (although from quite a different
personal/cultural motivation), that artists have an ego, i.e., their egos are more powerful in their flexibility
and power to reconstitute the world, after it had been pushed to a brink of shattering.
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definition the ‘ego’ receives, as we have already seen: “The ego is first and foremost a
bodily ego; it is not merely a surface entity, but is itself the projection of a surface” (SE
19: 26). And the incredible twist is that according to the logic of the Augenmusik, such

play of surface and space becomes a ‘musicology’ — the logic of visual sounding.
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11. Implantation as Floriculture

At the beginning of the previous section, I drew distinction between two points, which
the analogy and the image of implantation, evocatively creates. These were, to recount
briefly: (1) the general sense of the fin de si¢cle language, which creates a plethora of
juxtapositions and comparisons of the human shape and body to, as well as their cultural
placement in the imagery of a plant; what I have referred to as the ‘agricultural’
character; and (2) the process of implantation that infiltrates the body as well as the self
and its structures with seeds of dissention and discomfort, since the elements that need to
be taken up and processed are very often alien in nature, carrying messages contradictory
in their communicative signature.

In the just concluded discussion, through Freud and the psychoanalytic theory, we
have tried to explore the latter issue, in the end, being left with a schematic diagram of
how the body is implanted with the ego, although such assignment of directionality is not
entirely accurate, since the ego, being a formation that stands in a certain but important
measure of independence (distance) from everything that keeps encroaching upon it is in
turn implanted, even occupied and invested with structures that it was designed to fight
against, control, mitigate, if not overcome. We have, of course, already in the process of
such exposition touched upon the cultural shade of meaning of this entire programme. It
is at this juncture that we will directly engage what figures under argument number one
above, not without, of course, rehashing and re-entering the dimension of our recent
discussion, and naturally, its further extension in regards to the sharply inclined

momentum of our narrative, from its very beginning.
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But we start in an already familiar place, an anchorage point of the fin de siecle
perspective, since the issue is precisely that of the world and its view. Would it, then,
surprise us that this topic is given space and addressed by Arnold Schoenberg in his main
theoretical work (The Theory of Harmony), written in 1911, in one of the opening
paragraphs, dealing simply but quite suggestively with Komfort als Weltanschauung
(‘Comfort as Worldview’)?

Schoenberg begins with the observation that, as much as ‘our’ time is in search of,
what it has found, most of all is comfort: “We understand today better than ever how to
make life pleasant”.”® This pleasantness and comfortableness is a way of solving
problems, especially dispensing with things that one cannot quite grasp, sweeping away
coagulations of phenomena that are not that comfort inspiring. In this sense, by dealing in
the currency of security which does not mean to ‘rock the boat’, one inadvertently deals

13

in superficialities, for “...the prerequisite of comfort is: superficiality” (Theory of
Harmony, p. 2). Living the reality of such fundamental apathy as pleasure, it is, in fact,
quite easy to have a world-view, since one sees only what is savoury and not the rest, the
leftover — what is left after everything else is consumed: “It is thus easy to have a
‘Weltanschauung’, a ‘philosophy’, if one contemplates only what is pleasant and gives no
heed to the rest” (ibid., p. 2). It is the remainder as the important part of reality one
should be responding to, since this is where value is to be found (the type of value
Schoenberg will find in the expelled partial harmony of tonality which otherwise operates
blindly according to the principle of comfort and pleasantness) because when all is said

and done, one cannot exculpate oneself from “[t]he rest — which is just what matters

most” (ibid., p. 2). Such rest partiality is something that cannot be standardized,

7 Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony, p. 1. Hereafter cited in text.

144

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



distributed and measured, like pleasure through the metrics of desire or mere agreeable
amusement, for instance, can be:

In light of the ‘rest’ these philosophies may very well seem made to order for those who
hold to them, whereas, in that light, the tenets which constitute these philosophies are
seen to spring above all from the attempt at self-vindication. For, curiously enough,
people of our time who formulate new laws of morality (or, even more to their liking,
overthrow old ones) cannot live with guilt! Yet comfort does not consider self-discipline;
and so guilt is either repudiated or transformed into virtue. Herein, for one who sees
through it all, the recognition of guilt expresses itself as guilt (ibid., p. 2).

It is, then, a straightforward conclusion that: “The thinker, who keeps on searching, does
the opposite. He shows that there are problems and that they are unsolved” (ibid., p. 2).

Closing off this brief textual overture, which introduces the main argument of the
Theory of Harmony (in all its technical aspects) Schoenberg cites a couple of examples of
such an honest, stand-up attitude towards reality, which brings up the names of
“...Strindberg... [who says]: ‘Life makes everything ugly. Or Maeterlinck, [who points
out]: ‘Three quarters of our brothers [are] condemned to misery’. Or Weininger and all
the others who have thought earnestly” (ibid., p. 2). The last paragraph takes on the
familiar shape, for the times, that of a polemical call: “Comfort as worldview! The least
possible commotion, nothing shocking. Those who so love comfort will never seek where
there is not definitely something to find” (ibid., p. 2).

Even if the simplicity of the text seems to make the message somewhat trite or
even forced, there is no doubt about the fact, that the type of information it is trying to
convey, falls in line with the general hermeneutics of the times, which needs to
continually respond to the unseen, mysterious, even grotesque and degenerate plane,
which underpins reality — the mechanics of its ‘bowel movement’, since ‘truth’ in this
case, is dirty, unpleasant and unclean, whose outlines are found in the method of

decomposition. It is the change of state, chemically speaking, like photosynthesis, which
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shows something genuine, because it differentiates — and makes and employs difference
as a repetitive effect of stabilization and sequencing — a description that can very easily
be applied to Schoenberg himself, not only biographically, but especially musically.

The time of which we are the intellectual descendents, when modernity
supposedly ‘happened’, is still a nascent period when things must be expressed
organically, because language has not, as yet, caught up with reality in its descriptive
power of organization and conveyance of meaning — a condition that, in the end, makes it
all the more real since it must involve the body at play. And this is perhaps why, as we
will see, the only linguistic/grammatical expression accorded to this type of reality, is a
profound and unmitigated crisis of the word — its namelessness and loss of language
(Sprachlosigkeir); a loss which can only be expressed in the psychometrics of resonance
and the kind of vision that it inspires.

The physiognomy of the self, caught up in the semiology of the times, implicated
in the mushiness of a new biology, for whose purposes simple, disinvested vision, is not
enough, because it must now also involve the ear which opens one’s mouth, is perhaps
most easily surmised in the brief moment of Jugendstil, especially its ornamental
imagery.® It is here, where we can grasp in a very accessible form, the hybrid humanoid
shapes, which crisscross between stems, leaves, roots and flowers, and the simplicity of
the human body, in its stark nakedness, brushed into graphic formulas that, in their flow,
motion towards, what this text has already attempted to subdue in the name of plant/floral

psychology — the psychology of implantation and floriculture, because it plans, plants and

% The discourse of voicing and prying the mouth open was also extended to Freud, who, through the play
on his first name, was consistently referred to by the Viennese press as ‘Sieg-mund’ Freud (the victorious-
mouth). For many instances of this, see Marina Tichy and Sylvia Zwettler-Otte, Rezeption Sigmund Freuds
und der Psychoanalyse in Osterreich 1895-1938. One example of the original press article, using this
formulation, is found on page 114, among numerous others.
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implants, all along circumscribing the field of this activity, as a sort of plantation of new
sensuality. There are many visual examples along these lines that can be ‘quoted’ — some
of them are reproduced here, in the adjacent pages (Figures 14&15, Appendix).

The somewhat inauspicious beginnings of the movement are described
dynamically, in a rhizome-like image; the Jugendstil ornament being almost a parasitic
invention, which takes over spaces in a manner of ivy appropriating the space of a stone
wall:

It is of utmost importance, that the beginning of Jugendstil is built up through the
ornament... But what type of an ornament? In book design it first emerges in vignettes,
head and border-edges, initials. Soon it expands, incorporates picture motifs into itself,
pulls and presses the letters, transforming the type, grows over the walls, wallpaper,
carpets, posters, windows, captures furniture, baseboards, shortly even the street
pavement. Such ornament knows almost nothing of the abstract repetition of the same,
which up until then, served as the accepted, never broken principle of all ornamentation.
Not one time, an edge or a frame, uses exactly the same elements as another one; some
kind of variation always takes place.?'

Repetition of difference, in short, seeding and unseeding, infinity of the line, and through
it, creation of a new existential force in its relentless drive — all the elements, that at one
point, will constitute the definitional instrumentality of Freud’s and Schoenberg’s mature
output. The important thing to realize, is that it is the frame itself, the edges of constantly
shifting borders, and not the ‘meaty’ contents, that serve as the principle of construction,
because: “It is the drive to frame everything that is more important... Picture and frame
... the actual, framed paintings — begin, in fact, to mix one with the other” (Sternberger,
Jugendstil, p. 30). And even if the contents still preserve some hard won independence,
they do not simply fill-out the picture, but rather are co-opted into the momentum of this

‘en-framing’ construction, with the result that: “Everything is mixed through, mixed

*! The discussion in the next few pages is based on a very informative article written by Dolf Sternberger,
which first appeared in 1934 in Die Neue Rundschau 2, pp. 255-271 under the title Jugendstil — Begriff und
Physiognomik. 1t is also found in a collection of essays Jugendstil, ed. Jost Hermand, pp. 28-29. Hereafter
cited in text.
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together, water with plants, plants with swans or snake-bodies, and these with human
appendages...” (ibid., p. 30).

The effect is more than a purely aesthetic one, or thematic, as the logical
expression of a certain artistic technique taken to the limit (or as far as its own
functionality will allow it to go), because the emerging point of contact between the force
of abstractness and reality, is much more grave and serious — it presents itself as a
between-zone or the in-between realm, where the human and the grotesquely romantic
meet surface to surface, if not face to face, exploding in a curious mythology as

3

signification: “...this strange between-realm of plant-like, lower animals of the see
bottom” (ibid., p. 31).

Jugendstil means to portray nothing less and nothing more, than simply the
kinetics of such unprecedented ‘organism’, its genetic structure, pre-figuring in its
twisted, weaved lines, and the kind of distribution of elements these effectuate, what
since then we have identified and re-inscribed into the structure of the human body itself
as the DNA code. But before this could have taken place, before science could catch up
with a new representational vocabulary, which at one point simply becomes a latent part
of our existential lexicon, there was a need to search for ‘man’ outside of the human
(already launched by Nietzsche in such a spectacular fashion); an investigative logic,
which also underlies Schoenberg’s fundamental necessity to search for sound outside of
the musical, or Freud’s compulsion to search for human psychology outside of the ‘I’,
and then inadvertently return to it. The mechanics of this outbound search cannot help but

to weaken and blur the dimensions of the body, whether it is the human body, or the body

of received traditions. And as we have already remarked during our discussion of
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projection, the ego is also almost immediately a weakening of the body, of whose surface
it is itself a refraction. This is why, Jugendstil receives and works with such “...poverty
of corporeality — more a notion, the feeling of a presentiment, than an exact
reproduction...” (ibid., p. 31). Now, as the vehicle for this premonition or notion,
Jugendstil invents the ornament which is charged with the responsibility for the message,
a responsibility which, in the end, it cannot withstand, as is exemplified by its relatively
short-lived duration, and the type of ‘gut-wrenching’ opposition that it is soon to receive,
like the one from Loos, for instance. This kind of negative reaction is not merely
polemical. Rather, it exposes the fundamental flaw in its seemingly pristine surface.

The flaw is precisely that of a surface, enclosed in the fact that certain deep-
running and burrowing forces are exculpated from their murkiness and darkness and
stretched, harmonized and organized, in the confines of the top layer of reality, which
cannot support their exposed roots. This will eventually lead to the re-investment of depth
with the burden-bearing focus, which of necessity, will have to preserve the blind spot of
its expanse intact, just like, in the end, psychoanalysis is forced to do. Nonetheless,
Jugendstil does identify the elementary ‘organicism’ of the fin de siécle complex,
radicalizing the network of its connections, responses and investments, by visualizing
their abstractness, and thus giving them the reality of a mundane life, which is simply and
deceptively ornamental:

...all the shapes merge into each other, all becomes a mass of feeling, driven by the soul
and moved ‘organically’. The total, in this way /ived ornamental world of Jugendstil is a
type of materialization of the “hazy mist of the soul”, as Maeterlinck says. It is exactly
here where the uniqueness of Jugendstil lies, which separates it from all the earlier
epochs and meanings of ornamentation. The abstract figures themselves, the simplest
graphic elements, according to the Jugendstil theory, are always subordinated to feelings
or ‘experiences’, in fact inhabited... [This is why], it is not the ornament that ‘expressed’
the soul-life of this strange time, but men themselves led the life of the ornament, the
souls themselves became ornaments (ibid., p. 32, my translation and emphasis).
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The direction of the movement “...turns itself not towards the outside, but rather inside”
(ibid., p. 33) — nature and the order of things, being drawn into the ornament, literally and
existentially. It emerges in full force, through the total architectural design of the outer
shell of the building, as well as the inner living quarters, which are organically condensed
into an elaborated expression of a new center as Heim, or:

More exactly, the family house. The home as a total thoroughly shaped realm of
individual life, in which the synthesis of art in harmony of inner and outer, of decoration,
furniture, lighting, and all the other particularities, prove their worth. One can understand
this idea of total home-art [Heimkunst], or “space art” [Raumkunst] — the word around
that time, came from Vienna — as one universal expansion of the ornament (ibid., p. 37,
my translation).

Of course, the attempted incorporation of the strange and the foreign into the space of
domesticity is a contradiction in terms. When it is nonetheless carried out, the only result
that one can be certain of is the uncanny feeling of the unheimlich, which as we already
know, is defined by Freud as a strangely ‘frayed’ relationship of distance and
unfamiliarity that one feels, precisely in the most intimate (relationally speaking) and
known surroundings.

It seems to be the case, then, that in spite of this ability that Jugendstil shows to
re-combine and re-calibrate elementary forces that previously remained in the state of
narcoleptic slumber, even though it exposes the masquerade of the officially sanctioned
existential style (whether in art, or the everyday), it creates for itself another corpuscle,
another shell in which it dresses itself, which eventually will have to again cover what it
means to expose in a crust of all too cosy comfort, thus silencing the voice it means to
liberate:

For indeed, the masquerade of the historical style was thrown-off, but only to be
exchanged for the clothing of the new style, which now seemed to be tailored to the
living body of the Zeitgeist, like second skin... It was the idea of Jugendstil to surround
men, in fact the entire epoch, in noisy reflections of their own insides, to wrap them up in
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these moulds. Narcissus died because he had lost himself in his own image (ibid., p. 36,
my translation and emphasis).

The problem becomes precisely that of vision, which as we have already experienced
through Hermann Bahr, is impotent to formulate experience. Vision is not enough,
because ‘man’ as the fin-de-si¢cle individuality, must also listen, and Jugendstil, in the
end, retreats into dispensation of numbness and silence, since it becomes too comfortable
with itself and the world, and even moves totally into the realm of comfort as feeling at
home (best exemplified in the fact that it tries to take full control over the structure and
set-up of the living quarters). It is thus only a natural extension of its method, that it
should eventually buckle and fall into Expressionism, which stretches its horizontality,
vertically, thus once again accentuating the three-dimensionality of experience — a
vertical line of reasoning, which will also become characteristic of Schoenberg’s
technique, or maybe more accurately, will be brought into existence as its most pressing

and ‘visible’ effect.

* %k ok

If there is one aspect of this entire aesthetics of renewal we should not lose sight of, it is
the one of asymmetry. The asymptotic nature of the factual, which creates the undertow
of conflict becomes the persona of the times, its mask, which, as the etymologically more
sensitive reading of the word already implies, actually reveals, instead of hiding
(persona=mask). The instability that goes hand in hand with asymmetry is a new motion
and movement which, in the very nature of its gestus, has no other option but to become
an aesthetic expression; an expression which, when its kinetic mechanics are calibrated

correctly, creates the unforeseen functionality of self-preservation.
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Fin de siécle seems to have taken the structure of the impending disaster and then
a recovery from being at the brink, to yet another, almost scientific level, since it is in the
‘business’ of its experimental perpetuation, which also creates the requirement of
perpetually finding the right solution — a new point of balance, which very often, perhaps
even predominantly, cannot arrive at a mechanical formulation. Given no other choice, it
must scream in the shrill voice, perhaps only calling out for such mechanics of salvation,
when not, actually, voicing its inadequacy or impossibility from the start. This is how
functionality and aesthetics, the predominant paradigm of the Jahrhundertwende, meet at
the bio-physical intersection of the body, which itself becomes both paradigmatic and
symptomatic, whose defining feature must arise en masse, in the knotted viscosity of
another degree of malleability, since it is hopelessly implicated in structures which its
natural muscular endowment cannot support and control. This is also how the body (and I
am always using the body in both literal and representational/euphemistic sense) must
come out of itself by acquiring a shape, whose outlines are not immediately accessible as
something already in store, in reserve, in its ‘dramaturgical’ gesticulation repertoire. In
other words, what must happen is a process of transition, or even more radically,
metamorphosis to another state, but importantly, a state that can also achieve a certain
level of stability (i.e., be able to exist) in a reality whose first-order expression, naturally
tends towards denial.

A similar assessment of Jugendstil, proposed by Dolf Sternberger, follows the
line of our argumentation:

This is why, the so enchanted man, with a transformed face, becomes in his being, an
organic, vegetative soul. The immediate body of bones, flesh, muscles, skin, nails and
hair came to the point of disappearance, was dissolved in this driven seeing, and
swallowed in this overall growth — “The body was nowhere to be found™... If the body,
whose meaning as the soul’s image, is not always a plant, it is surely each time, already
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something that transforms itself into one, because, turned around, the plants also are felt
as animated [be-seelt], not only that, but also felt immediately as having a soul
[seelenhafi] (Sternberger, Jugendstil, pp. 42—43, my translation).

All this leads men “...into conscious-less and the unconscious, the mere meaning of life,
robbed of language, that roots him to one place, thus making him plant-like” (ibid., p.
43).

If the picture, painted in such a radical way, seems to be much too exaggerated for
us, it is because, modern scholarship (due to the simple time factor), tends to approach
that time period through the overly strict objectivity of art and its historically specific
style, thus divesting the phenomenon it intends to investigate of its living quality and the
force of the overall project. Style is not an empty research indicator, but a socio-cultural
phenomenon, whose footprints are to be examined in line with its specific purpose and
utility, which around the turn of the century, is especially charged with agency. Surely,
what ‘happened’ then, was a stylistic manipulation, but it was also an unprecedented
expression of its overall signature, which crossed the dividing line between representation
of reality, and a reality which itself becomes representative.

Art as an isolated and isolating creative activity is much too confined and
obdurate a concept to be able to capture adequately the upheaval of the fin-de siécle life.
And whereas, there surely remain, what we would today describe simply objects d’art as
memory of that time gone by, and even though we cannot help ourselves to take them as
isolated particularities which, in themselves, are somehow a monument to their own
existence (in the simplicity of what they might ‘mean’), we must also constantly remind
ourselves that the activity of their creation, was never purely or simply an artistic project.
Art is, of course, always expressive, maybe even expressive of something, but it is not

always powerful enough to become the language of a reality which all of a sudden starts
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to mimic and imitate its mundane ‘elevation’ according to differently structured code of
signification. We should know and recognize this principle well by now, since it does not
even has to be artistically-imbued — the principle of a mass medium which structures
perception, hammers in little rivets of definitional formulations which infect every corner
of known space, since that space cannot seem otherwise, than according to the message
these information-molecules carry along their trajectories.

The fin de siécle concept of art, its general aesthetics, should be taken as such a
mass medium. That means, it should be understood on a much larger and much more
immense scale, than simply an artistic movement, which expresses decadence,
dissatisfaction, creativity, etc. Because, in its motion, the type I have been continually
attempting to expose, it must be elevated to the principle of a new semiotic code, which
establishes the fundamental markings according to which our modernity orients itself, in
its, now, technological and communicative prowess. This is why, when Sternberger,
already in 1934, accuses Jugendstil in its enchantment, of imprisonment and
condemnation® his accusation is both accurate and misguided. Accurate in its
identification of the totalizing principle of perception always lurking in the wings, after
all the ‘fun and games’ are actually seen through, but also misguided, because the attempt
to re-inscribe reality and re-discover its outlines; the valiant try, in short, to bring art into
reality, making the latter, if not nobler or more stoic, then certainly more passionate on
this most enervating, everyday level, is an attempt that cannot take place in any other

way, than a forceful implantation of the message, for better or worse.

%2 “Tragically the enchantment closed their [men’s] eyes. What seemed like a solution to them was
incarceration and condemnation” (Sternberger, Jugendstil, p. 45).
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The final accusation levelled against Jugendstil by Sternberger from his vantage
point of already a significant removal, concerns what is really at stake, in both the turn of
the century discourse and our theoretical elaboration of its silhouette — the crisis of sound,
or rather its physical and polemical necessity as well as the anxiety about its potential
lack. By his estimation, Jugendstil, which, in the final analysis multiplies itself in a
checker-board pattern of silences, launches its own surface to a condition where
“...muteness transforms itself into the mask of a cry” (ibid., p. 46). Jugendstil fails to
fulfill and attain the most basic principle of approach that all turn of the century
phenomena tend to gravitate towards — that of sonority which, in its call, allows one to
pay attention, and more radically, to see what otherwise is inaccessible. Sternberger uses
the image of the mask, in its most negative sense, as something that distorts, hides and
represses without a trace. But such polemical, semantic inflection, goes against the grain
of not only our previous discussion, but also and more significantly (in final assessment)
against the materiality and the spirit of Jugendstil itself, even if the latter is a failed

attempt at making reality resound in its own image.

155

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



12. A Mask That Cries: Psychology of Distances

The genealogy of ‘masking’ or ‘cover-up’, leads back to the 19" century architectural
theory. Most interesting for us (since we are continually dealing with ways of
construction and re-construction) are some well established architectural principles, like
the one introduced, for instance, by Gottfried Semper who in many estimations, figures as
one of the most important intellectual personalities leading up to the Jahrhundertwende ®
More specifically, the principle that I am referring to is what becomes known as
Bekleidung, or ‘dressing’, which is to be applied to the raw materiality of a building in a
form-giving exercise, and thus an activity, which will create art, out of the simple,
engineered skeleton of an architectural structure. Semper thus creates a method of
clothing, which gives to the material qualities it does not posses on its own, although
simple hodgepodge application of mascara is not what he has in mind:

Masking does not help, however, when behind the mask the thing is false or the mask is
no good. In order that the material, the indispensable (in the usual sense of the
expression) be completely denied in the artistic creation, its complete mastery is the
imperative precondition. Only by complete technical perfection, by judicious and proper
treatment of the material according to its properties, and by taking these properties into
consideration while creating form can the material be forgotten, can the artistic creation
be raised to a high work of art.*

There is, then, a correct application of the mask, which, not unlike its use in the classical

system of the Greek theatre, accentuates and brings-forth the already extant intensity of

¥ Alois Riegl, as we have already seen is engaged in a dialogue with Semper throughout his Historical
Grammar of the Visual Arts, often paying homage to one of the greatest theorists and architects of the 19™
century, but also consistently moving beyond Semper’s definition of art’s origin in technique and the
functionality of practical circumstances. Gottfried Semper (1803—-1879) is not only known for his major
and very influential work Der Stil (Style). He is also recognized for his buildings, of course. In the context
of Vienna, the most visible mark left by Semper on its cityscape, are the two mirror Neorenaissance
buildings, facing each other across the Maria Theresa Square - Kunsthistorisches Museum and
Naturhistorisches Museum, as well as the Burgtheater, facing the City Hall across the Ring.

gf Gottfried Semper, “Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Kiinsten, oder praktische Asthetic”, in
Akos Moravanszky, Aesthetics of the Mask, p. 205. My discussion on pages 156-158 is based on
Moravanszky’s, and the original sources referenced in that article.
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the actor’s character, making the psychological purity of his make-up, more pronounced,
thus letting one forget about the actor’s own physical dimensions, which are not only a
limitation, but also a challenge to the dramaturgical reality he is trying to portray.
Semper’s influence on an entire generation of architects is well known and
documented. Its most distinct shape takes form in the quite pronounced identity crisis,
which suspends architecture between the problem of engineering, pure and simple, and
art, or termed slightly differently, between idealism and realism; a crisis that is perhaps
best exemplified in the linguistic nomenclature that architecture feels necessary to create
for itself (like a new piece of clothing), since around the turn of the century, it starts
referring to itself as Baukunst — the art of building. Such new linguistic control of
architecture’s own reality, emerges as a culmination point, whose visual apex goes back
to the previous century, as has already been indicated, and not only to Semper, but
someone like Heinrich Leibnitz, who already in 1849, proposes to apprehend the
structural element in architecture and its relation to the art-form, in the following manner:

We understand architecture to be that building activity capable of impressing the task of
spiritual and moral (ethical) meaning on works arising out of naked need and
mechanically assembled, therefore elevating a materially necessary form to an art-from...
It is true that form is determined by mechanical theory and structural laws, similar to how
the parts of a machine perfectly fulfill the function for which they are created, but form
will forever remain rigidly constrained as long as it lacks the exterior habit, the
characteristic that can elevate this mechanism to a living organism that can speak and
signify its inner essence. This moment will occur only when the visual art-form places a
transparent mask over this mechanical core-form... This characterizing element will be
the creation of form or the ornament of architecture. Its purpose resides not in the
building’s structural functioning but, on the contrary, will articulate only symbolically the
function of the core-form, precisely displaying all of its relations, and in this way
endowing the work with that independent life and that ethical sanction through which it
alone can be elevated to the work of art. *

8 Heinrich Leibnitz, “Das struktive Element in der Architektur und sein Verhaltnis zur Kunstform: Ein
Beitrag zur vergleichenden Geschichte der Baukunst”, quoted in The Aesthetics of the Mask, p. 208.
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It should be immediately apparent, that the kind of language used here, especially the
coupling of mechanism-organism, pre-figures what has already emerged through our
discussion, as the elementary and ubiquitous symbolic-dictionary of the fin de siecle.

In fact, as Moravanszky further points out, the image of the human body, was a
widely used metaphor by the turn of the century architectural establishment.* One of
many examples is Joseph August Lux, the author of the first extended monograph on
Otto Wagner (arguably the most prominent and representative figure of Viennese
modernism in applied arts and architecture) who in 1910, writes:

It is simply untrue that the bare skeleton is the final word in beauty. A railway bridge, an
Eiffel Tower, and similar works of engineering are simply skeletons. They can please my
intellect, but they can never please my heart. The artistic eye sees with the heart and not
with the intellect. Permit me a metaphor: the human skeleton is surely the most perfect
work of engineering. But it is rosy flesh that is essential to my eye in seeking beauty,
from which it follows that we are dealing not only with the public but also with the
professional, who will not fulfill culture’s desire for beauty with construction, material,
and function alone ... artistic form must be rediscovered in the new elements.”’

The search for these new elements is a characteristic not only of the architectural desire,
or desire for an architecture, but as we are continually learning, the entire epoch. It is
brilliantly displayed by someone like Otto Wager (Figure 16, Appendix), whose carried-
out projects as well as his design sketches, are impelled forward by this wave of a

searched-for center, a shore onto which one can, finally, be washed up.

% «Architects sought assistance from the analogy of the human body: just as the body follows the form of
skeletal construction, so architecture should reveal its inner truth...The metaphor of skeleton and flesh
appears in numerous writings on truth in architecture of the time — from Fritz Hober to Hendrik Petrus
Berlage. The latter wrote in his study of 1905, Gedanken iiber Stil in der Baukunst (“Thoughts on style in
architecture™), ‘With every creation of nature the dressing is, to a certain extent, an exact mirroring of the
skeleton...in which the logical principle of construction predominates; the dressing does not slip over it like
a suit, like a loose veil that completely negates this construction, bur rather merges fully with the inner
structure. In the final analysis it is embellished construction, as it were, trying to reclaim the body” (The
Aesthetics of the Mask, p. 207).

*7 Joseph August Lux, “Ingenieur-Asthetic”, quoted in the Aesthetics of the Mask, p. 207
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In his Moderne Architektur (1902)% Wagner identifies the two main architectural
trends of the time (the symbolic one, stemming from Semper, and the purely
constructivist initiated by the encroachment of engineering on the traditional abode of
architecture) as the two fencing camps of realism and idealism, those “hermaphrodites of
art and vampires of practice” (Wagner, Modern Architecture, p. 63). In opposition to
those ‘two species’ of designers and theoreticians, who would have him fall on occasion
into the one or the other camp, Wagner attempts to construct a type of responsive
materialism, as a conduit or a circuit of transference (Uberiragung, if we are to speak in
psychoanalytic terminology again) that would be the most immediate and best expression
of the modern times, and the life of individuals enclosed in its ‘iron cage’. This type of
performance is deposited into two forms of engagement: the one being the expanse of the
modern city, elaborated in Wagner’s theory of the Grofistadt with its constantly
extending borders and its clear lines, large, spacious vistas, cleanliness, hygiene and
harmony. Wagner comes closest to the actualization of its ideology, in his design of the
Viennese inner-city railway system (Wiener Stadtbahn), or the network of water
regulation canals, which meander through the city like a vascular system, clearly
circumscribing its dimensions and thus giving life to the space inside their circumference.
The other of the two planes is concentrated in the monumentality of individual structures,
which as Fritz Neumeyer points out, operates according to the notion of a ‘body at
work’,¥ whose impressionistic concept of a ‘monumental appearance’, means to create
an image that would not mask, but present and actualize the forces and tensions that

support and at the same time, in their exerted pressure, threaten to rip a structure apart

 Otto Wagner, Modern Architecture, hereafter cited in text.

% Fritz Neumeyer “Iron and Stone: ‘The Architecture of the Grofistady” in Otto Wagner, pp. 115-153,
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(Figure 17, Appendix). It is this type of manoeuvring that intercedes, implanting life into
art (and vice versa), and not simply confining itself to a professional expression of a
certain ideology that tries to mediate between the individuality of a monad and its social

enclosure.

*ok K

Inadvertently we are speaking here of a social aesthetics, a problem of modern life
approached in those terms already in 1896 by one of the most vibrant and
underappreciated figures in contemporary sociological theory, Georg Simmel, who
presents a still enduring image of modern city-life as:

An inner barrier ... between people, a barrier, however, that is indispensable for the
modern form of life. For the jostling crowdedness and the motley disorder of
metropolitan communication would simply be unbearable without such psychological
distance. Since contemporary urban culture ... forces us to be physically close to an
enormous number of people, sensitive and nervous modern people would sink completely
into despair if the objectification of social relationships did not bring with it an inner
boundary and reserve.”

It 1s interesting to note that Simmel builds his sociology on the concept of aesthetics, as
the mitigating and expressive formation, which arises with and forges the character of a
certain type of society. In doing so, he is clearly indebted to Riegl, since the two main
historical/cultural identities that Simmel sees in the perpetual historical recurrence and
fluctuation are symmetry and asymmetry, whose structures interchangeably come to the
forefront as the expressive power of a culture, in varying proportions, depending on the
cultural moment and the degree to which the social organizational powers had established

their hold. Along this line of reasoning, all societies that are oversaturated with rationality

* Simmel, “Sociological Aesthetics”, quoted in Frisby, ed., Fragments of Modernity, p. 73.
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and neatness of divisions that symmetry brings with it, will naturally tend towards the
other pole of self-exploration as disorganization. The opposite is true when a civilization
reaches a specific critical mass of liberalization, via the entropy of the individualizing
forces in it, which then must be brought together again under the centralizing authority
that decrees a new form of universal interaction:
The origin of all aesthetic themes is found in symmetry. Before man can bring an idea,
meaning, harmony into things, he must first form them symmetrically. The various parts
of the whole must be balanced against one another, and arranged evenly around a center.
In this fashion man’s form-giving power, in contrast to the contingent and confused
character of mere nature, becomes most quickly, visibly, and immediately clear. Thus,
the first aesthetic step leads beyond a mere acceptance of the meaninglessness of things
to a will to transform them symmetrically. As aesthetic values are refined and deepened,
however, man returns to the irregular and asymmetrical. It is in symmetrical formations
that rationalism first emerges. So long as life is still instinctive, affective and irrational,
aesthetic redemption from it takes on such a rationalistic form. Once intelligence,

reckoning, balance have penetrated it, the aesthetic need once again changes into its
opposite, seeking the irrational and its external form, the asymmetrical.”!

We have already seen that in Riegl, these two enduring coagulations of the cultural will
towards a self-perpetuating imprint, are conceptualized under the long-running
dichotomy of ‘harmonization’ (symmetry) and ‘organization/organism’ (asymmetry). The
question for Simmel is precisely that of proportions between the individualizing and the
socializing forces, between the monad of the self and the aggregate of the space that the
self is resigned to share, under the value of a mass as one predominant signification. The
dualism of individual versus society is the latest, modern expression of this long-standing
dynamic, which in the most general sense, can be described as the distance-closeness
interchange:

Every epoch of human history seems to derive its unlimited number of manifestations
from this dualism between movements of thought and life, in which the basic streams of
humanity find their most simple expression... [The] present has found for this dualism

'Simmel, “Sociological Aesthetics”, quoted in Etzkorn, ed., Georg Simmel — The Conflict in Modern
Culture and Other Essays, pp. 68—80. Hereafter quoted in text.
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the formulae of social versus individual, which draws its line through mankind and even
through the individual man (Simmel, Sociological Aesthetics, p. 68—69).

If, as Simmel points out, the origin of aesthetics is found in symmetry, in the many
signatures of its neat divisions and distributions (what Riegl addresses as the crystalline
quality) then the question is: how close does this form of redemption operate to life
itself? — provided that we remind ourselves that Simmel identifies form and the activity
of form-giving as the basic precept of cultural production. How true is it to its potential?
How far might it be removed from it? And is it redemption of life or through life?

Simmel does identify /ife in its purity and nakedness as the centre according to
which the modern figuration of ‘man’ is defined and defines itself.’* It is through these
sorts of questions that not only Simmel, but the entire fin de siécle paradigm makes itself
heard, because distances are now inscribed into the modern senses and their sensitivity as
a psychology (as opposed to being simply transcendental principles) and that means life
and the modern individual continually out-pace each other.

Being thus entrapped in always ‘looking awry’, the only mitigating circumstance
that life can find in the process of its constant and unceasing self-examination is the
possibility for a new set of values, which will be able to take into account and
acknowledge the delirious nature of formlessness, i.e., of life stripped naked, to the bare
minimum of apprehension. This new kind of value which gives ‘man’ at least a

semblance of functionality, without necessarily emphasizing the form under whose

*? In Conflict in Modern Culture (in Etzkorn, ed., pp. 11-26) after proposing a sequence and historical
march of world-views based on divergent organizing principles (for instance, ‘being’ in Greek classicism,
God in the Middle Ages or nature in the Renaissance) Simmel advances the view that modernity, at around
the turn of the century takes the shape of a general identification with /life, with its own instrumentality,
which also produces the consequence of rebellion against and denial of form as such; as the principle of
engagement with reality — a contradiction in-terms without a final resolution, since life, especially life as
culture, cannot exist without some kind of enclosing confines, i.e., form. This is the kind of internal
contradiction as rebellion against form and then (possibly) its even more powerful accentuation that
Schoenberg epitomizes, as we will see.
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principle it operates, or even more radically, a form that operates under the decree of
plasticity, pure and simple (which also means that it provides the option of quick
condensation and dissipation of form, what we have already examined under the logistics
of floriculture) is nothing less than aesthetic value:

Qur sensations are tied to differences, those of value no less than the sensations of touch
or temperature... It is not only this conditioning of all our sensations by differences,
which we may conceive of as undesirable restraints and shortcomings of our being, that
ties the values of things to their relative distances from one another: these very distances,
too, represent bases of aesthetic value (ibid., p. 70).

The value inscribed in aesthetics, which is now present in its flayed, skinned shape,
because that is the demand of modernity, is an intervallic quantity, a value that finds
itself and the world in distance, in removal, in elaboration, intimation and anonymity that
distance offers, but also potentially in firm corpus of callousness that any removal has the
ability to instantly flip into, like a suit of armour that now must cover its nakedness, with
the stylistics of nudity.

The point is, however, that aesthetics has always been and still is, according to
Simmel, the basic procedure of how phenomena arise and organize themselves, as well as
how we behave in relation to their cultural swarms. It cannot be otherwise, since
aesthetics is from the start relational. It is a way for human culture to build connections,
or said simply, it is the basic building block of the world in which we find ourselves, and
in this sense, it is something that lies beyond the freedom of choice. And the question that
immediately arises, the one we have already asked in some of its modulations, is the one
of intimacy and genuineness, or closeness. In trying to provide an explanation, Simmel
falls into the domain of art, its name and law, given that all culture, just like the isolated
momentousness of artistic activity proper, is artful because it is a praxis of perceptive

manipulations:
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The intrinsic significance of artistic styles can be interpreted as a result of different
distance which they produce between us and phenomena. All art forms change the field
of vision by which we originally and naturally react to reality. On the one hand, art brings
us closer to reality, bringing us into a more immediate relationship with its proper and
innermost meaning by revealing to us behind the cold strangeness of the world the
animated quality of being (Seirn) through which it becomes familiar and intelligible for us.
On the other hand, every artistic medium introduces abstractions from the immediacy of
material things. It weakens concrete stimuli and introduces a veil between them and us,
analogous to the blue hue which surrounds distant mountains. Equally strong stimuli are
connected with both ends of this antithesis. Tensions and different emphases between
them express in each style its unique form (ibid., p. 77).

The blue hue of the mountains suggests an image of another famous exploration of
distance, and as a matter of fact, its unrecoverable loss — I am of course referring here to
Walter Benjamin and the concept of aura, with whom we will engage shortly. But let us
still try to unravel Simmel’s stance towards distance, since what Benjamin bemoans in its
absence just a few decades later, is still present at the turn of the century, or at least its
necessity is still being felt.

Distance in Simmel’s conceptual network is first of all a heuristic device, and
then, what it means to capture, the rudimentary procedure of modernity given the special
demands, requirements and configuration that it imposes, are not without deleterious
consequences. We should also not overlook the fact, that ultimately Simmel’s and
Benjamin’s definition of distance (although both of them are after the same thing, i.c.,
intimacy of life) are divergent, the former operating under the auspices of consonance (as
can be clearly surmised from the above passage, since for Simmel the ‘blue hue of the
mountains’ is that which removes evenly) and the latter under the power of dissonance,
of feeling the roughness and friction that clearly demarcated, sharply distinguished
moments of differentiation, bring with it. As is the case then, Simmel and Benjamin
operate at two ends of the same spectrum. It is the passage of time, the four or so decades

that divide them (Simmel writes Sociological Aesthetics in 1896, Benjamin publishes The
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Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction in 1936) their own sort of strange but
unavoidable distancing, that resolves historically what in-between these two durational
markers, Schoenberg attempts to combine in his own sort of way, through sound that
surfs the wave of re-inscribed distantiations, which bring closer without revealing much
in the way of form — a discussion that this narrative has taken care to foreshadow,
incrementally, immersed in the context that surrounds its mere artistic outburst.

Simmel seems to take distance, and the inference of closeness as well as removal,
in the most rudimentary sort of way, as the driven enhancement or shrinkage of
geometrical vectors. This is very evident in the passage that uses the metaphor of a far-off
mountain range, and its quick, reflexive conclusion, that removal is something that
separates because it is beyond the horizon. In many ways this is the type of limitation that
is inherent to any heuristic device, especially the one that wants to use the concept, or
rather the physics, topography and topology of distance, as a symbolic form that would
give us conceptual access to what is ‘really’ going on:

The tendency of our culture towards distance is observable in more than one dominant
way. (I am using the quantitative dimension of distance only as a symbol, an
approximation, since there is no other more direct expression of what is going on) (ibid.,
p. 79).

Nonetheless, there is a qualitative aspect to this argument as well, because as much as
distance (in its ability to fragment and move apart) is necessary to the psychology of the
modern individual, it also effectuates a change, since now something is given up as well:

It is interesting that contemporary aesthetics strongly emphasizes the distance between
subject and object, rather than the intimacy. This special interest in items from a distance
seems to be a distinctive sign of modern times, which is common to many phenomena...
But these strange and distant things have relatively weak effects on our imagination,
because they have no direct relationship to our personal interests. Thus they impose on
our weakened nerves only comfortable excitement... They speak to us as if they were ata
distance. They represent reality not with direct certainty, but with a kind of retracted
acuity... The pathological symptom of Beriihrungsangst [fear of touching], the fear of
getting into too close contact with objects, is spread endemically in a mild degree
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nowadays. It grows out of a kind of hyper-aesthetics, for which very live and immediate
contact produces pain. For this reason the aestheticism of the majority of modern men is
expressed through negative taste (ibid., p. 78).

It is self-evident from this passage, that the lost, discarded and given up element, is
precisely what has been at stake all along, intimacy of and towards life. It is then
interesting, that Benjamin will identify closeness (the way we gorge ourselves on and
consume the space around us) as the element that forces us to lose, what distance in
Simmel purports to eliminate, because both separate us from the fullness and
completeness of things themselves, what Loos, for instance, will try to find in the
mystery and intimacy of constructive materials, in their fully saturated organic
physicality.

Of course, we should be very careful not to get too caught-up in the nomenclature
of distance and closeness, since the problem here (as always) is the impotence of
language to capture something that bleeds out, drop by drop, in one sweeping motion. To
cut through this confusion, we should simply say (as is already dictated by common-
sense) that closeness and distance, for lack of better words, are both meant to signify
intimacy in varying proportions and distributions. It is the latter that Benjamin imbues
with the heuristic power of a signifying base condition that means to describe its presence
and ultimate lack, whereas Simmel does something similar through the former.

The more significant issue is that both Benjamin and Simmel try to comprehend
and adjust perception to the mass phenomenon (in most literal terms) of modern reality.
This project seems to always fail from the start, because the final resting place of
reconciliation and resolution must lie in the extraordinary positioning of an individual
and his body. This is when the physical dimensions of closeness and distance cease to be

of any grave consequence:
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For a very sensitive beholder, the peculiar distance between works of art and the
immediacy of experience becomes especially clear when the object is very close. For less
delicate perception, a greater distance from the object itself is required for the enjoyment
of this charm of distance, as for example in stylized Italian landscapes or paintings of
historical dramas. The less cultivated (and childlike) aesthetic feelings are, the more
fantastic, the farther removed from reality the object must be by which the artistic work
achieves its impact. A more sensitive viewer does not require such a materialistic prop.
The artistic form of the object itself provides him with secret charm of distance from
things, liberates him from their dull pressure, carries him from the realm of nature to that
of spirit. He will experience this even more intensely when art deals with proximate, low
and relatively secular material (ibid., p. 77-78).

It is here, that Simmel comes closest to Benjamin’s interpretation of this entire distance-
ontology which in Benjamin will be expressed by distinguishing two kinds of absorption
in relation to an object (‘absorption by’ and ‘absorption of”). The reprieve, if there is one
to be found, plays itself out on the plateau of resonance; the potential feeling of oneness
and connection (whether it is found in proximity/closeness or the reverse image of
extremity/distance). The experience of aesthetic resistance that objects naturally enclose
in their physical forms, and which the body, in its raw materiality possesses, is the only
remaining realm of independence. Hence, it is not at all surprising, that in another short
essay On Aesthetic Quantities (1903), Simmel proposes the following:

The human figure presents an aesthetic miracle insofar as it maintains its aesthetic value
through all possible enlargements and diminutions of scale. The reason for this is that its
aesthetic proportions, with which we are in solidarity, take on such importance and
concreteness for us, and have such immediate inner necessity, that they dominate
everything else. Indeed, the human figure is perceived as a norm for the qualities and
proportions of everything else: man is the measure of all things also in visual matters.
When we are dealing with relationships among human beings, however, the problem of
quantities, however, arises again.93

This is why the body takes shape in three different registers, as physics, biology and
aesthetics, which combine to make a psychology, that we can perhaps subsume under the
general concept of corpus and corporeality. This is seen quite clearly in Freud’s ego-

psychology, where resistance and the formation of its expressive power, the sonorous

% Simmel, On Aesthetic Quantities, in Etzkorn, ed., p. 83.
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images and distances of words and body parts, and their economy that leads to and fro,
mature into concentrations and dissolutions of anxious forms. Experience is given voice
in one overarching project of making anonymity speak, by bringing it into a mode of
expression that would show concern and take-care of reality on a mass scale through the
individual case-study of a patient. All of this, especially when Simmel speaks of the
‘aesthetic resistance’ of objects, just like Freud will about the psychic resistance of
patients, revolves around the idea of a truly non-exchangeable element, as something that
cannot be given up and corrupted, even when one tries as far as one’s aggression will be
able to take the matter.”* We are again faced, at this stage, with the notion of the out-
bound search, of space that is out of reach, because that which according to Simmel is the
central element of modern self-definition, life, must be stuffed with other conserving
agents, which explain and settle the issue of its enervation through aggregate, reifying

forms.”

Kok

The message finally takes the form of subjective dissipation. It is Benjamin who sees it in

the fullness of its unfolding, as a social condition, which gives up even the modicum of

* Here we can glimpse the phenomenological roots of Heidegger’s famous ontological/ontic extraction,
which settles matters through a coup de grace of sorts, by bringing death into the self-expression of life,
marking it as the only unique and non-exchangeable moment, something that falls outside the dynamics of
standard cultural and psychological economy, since no one can die the other’s death; a durational
preservation which in the nocturnal philosophy of Sein wund Zeit, expresses conceptually and
philosophically what at the turn of the century is still visceral.

* It is interesting to note, that in another essay Der Henkel (“The Handel”, in Philosophische Kultur:
Gesammelte Essais) Simmel anticipates and pre-figures Heidegger’s famous phenomenological discussion
of the pitcher. Simmel's vase, through its handle arrogates to itself a meditative function between the inside
and outside, as a form, which splices together the particularity of abstraction and that of reality. This type
of philosophy of the use object is evident in one of the most impressive elevation of its experience at the
turn of the century. I am thinking here of course of Die Wiener Werksttte in Austria, or the Werkbund in
Germany.
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genuineness still preserved in the contrasting power of derangement through which the
context of the fin de siecle responds. Just a few decades later reality settles into the
muteness of consumptive generality, where the individual is blinded by the closeness to
his own self. In one word, what is given up is the tension and the tone of plasticity.

Benjamin’s famous essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,”® accuses the modern condition and its mechanical reality of the loss of
aura, or the enchanting distance that previously had always been the domain and
provision of art:

...that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art.
This is a symptomatic process whose significance points beyond the realm of art. One
might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches the reproduced object
from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of
copies for a unique existence (Benjamin, The Work of Art, p. 221, my empbhasis).

Such ‘force-field’ of sprawling reproductions also implies the commodification of
reality, imposing degeneracy on the previously operational guidance-principle of
authenticity applied to experience. Lost is a certain uniqueness of approach, which,
instead of drawing closer indirectly by maintenance of distances which enchant in the
mystery of their removal, fakes intimacy by elevating the mechanics of closeness to a
direct function of technological vision as immediately consumable desire: “...the medium
of contemporary perception can be comprehended as decay of the aura...” (ibid., p. 222)
Benjamin’s argument is quite complicated, with many nuances breaking in all at
once into a line of seemingly straight-forward rendering, and very often, this short essay
had been read too fast by commentators who see a straightforward relationship between
technology and its simply negative impact, subsumed under the rubric of what is wrong

with modernity. The subtlety of what Benjamin proposes rests on the description of a

% Benjamin, /lluminations, hereafter cited in text.
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kind of replacement, not necessarily of man’s needs, but the way he is forced to go about
satisfying them, since now reality must be adjusted to the masses. We are not speaking
here of the populous anonymity as a statistical average but rather of the massive
singularity, or the mass of individualities, which must be dealt with not simply on the
political or demographic plane, but also and especially via a psychology: “The
adjustment of reality to the masses and of the masses to reality is a process of unlimited
scope, as much for thinking as for perception” (ibid., p. 223). This is why the problem
becomes one of aesthetics, since only aesthetics has the ability to mass-produce a feeling
of individuality with the cohesion of a crowd. If now perception is not an event of
ritualistic exercise, but a matter of instruction, contemplation and its system of
overwrought attention cannot serve as the psychic principle by whose precepts reality is
apprehended. This is what Benjamin drives at in his formulation of the decay of aura,
which also amounts to evaporation or the decay of time, whether as history/tradition or
distance:

The concept of aura which was proposed above with reference to historical objects [as
authenticity] may usefully be illustrated with reference to the aura of natural ones. We
define the aura of the latter as the unique phenomenon of a distance, however close it may
be. If, while resting on a summer afternoon, you follow with your eyes a mountain range
on the horizon or a branch which casts its shadow over you, you experience the aura of
those mountains, of that branch. This image makes it easy to comprehend the social bases
of the contemporary decay of the aura. It rests on two circumstances, both of which are
related to the increasing significance of the masses in contemporary life. Namely, the
desire of contemporary masses to bring things “closer” spatially and humanly, which is
just as ardent as their bent toward overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by
accepting its reproduction. Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at
very close range by way of its likeness, its reproduction. Unmistakably, reproduction as
offered by picture magazines and newsreels differs from the image seen by the unarmed
eye. Uniqueness and permanence are as closely linked in the latter as are transitoriness
and reproducibility in the former. To pry an object from its shell, to destroy its aura, is the
mark of a perception whose “sense of the universal equality of things” has increased to
such a degree that it extracts it even from a unique object by means of reproduction. Thus
is manifested in the field of perception what in the theoretical sphere is noticeable in the
increasing importance of statistics (ibid., pp. 222-223, my emphasis).
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If we think back to our just concluded discussion of Simmel, we seem to be again in the
presence of a stark contradiction, given that Simmel refers to the loss of closeness, as the
irrecoverable necessity of touch. But we may finally conclude at this point, that this
seeming divergence is but an illusion, just like the conceptual division between closeness
and distance. Both Benjamin and Simmel, speak of a qualitative stance which re-
interprets the physical proximity or removal through the figure of perception that handles
presence via contrast and tension as a way of being strung along and spanned that only
contrasts are able to provide. In that sense, it does not really matter how close or how far
an object or an experience lies. It is rather the ability to distance oneself from phenomena
that might be too close and bring oneself closer emotionally and intellectually to
phenomena that physically, almost lie beyond the range of the natural power of our
perceptive apparatus (like the far-off mountain ranges) that is the principle of
construction according to which the self achieves some sort of phenomenological
prowess. But such acuity is not a matter of magnification, at least not in the way that
technology achieves the feat.

The example of statistics with which Benjamin ends the passage quoted above,
creates an interesting paradox which lies in statistics’ uncanny ability to magnify the
individual as the function of a population and vice versa. Statistics create a perceptive
mass, which through the census erects another sensory machine; a type of social sense,
which is then appended to the self and functions almost on par with the eye and the ear. It
magnifies by giving the other senses a mistaken outlet, and it is this kind of magnification
which inadvertently brings about a merely sketchy psychological outlook, since

psychology, as a crude instrument of measurement (against which Freud works very
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diligently throughout his life) is nothing more than the application of the false security of
closeness to the self and the body. What changes here is the role played by the subject,
for instead of a dramaturgical performance for an audience (like, for instance, the courtly
performance of display or the drama of hysteria) man must now perform for a technical
apparatus. Benjamin’s archetypal example of this kind of logic, the logic of
unprecedented vectors is film:

For the film, what matters primarily is that the actor represents himself to the public
before the camera, rather than representing someone else... What matters is that the part
is acted not for an audience but for a mechanical contrivance... “The film actor”, wrote
Pirandello, “feels as if in exile — exiled not only from the stage but also from himself.
With a vague sense of discomfort he feels inexplicable emptiness: his body loses its
corporeality, it evaporates, it is deprived of reality, life, voice, and the noises caused by
his moving about, in order to be changed into a mute image, flickering an instant on the
screen, then vanishing into silence... (ibid., p. 229).

This configuration of experiences and perceptions, makes the regressive step in the
application of attention, for instead of the feeling of being a body (what the fin de siécle’s
version of vanishing and disappearance still tries to preserve), man now reduces his own
stature to merely having a body in the numbness of the strained nervous system.
Interestingly, Benjamin accuses psychoanalysis of a similar transgression: “The camera
introduces us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses”
(ibid., p. 237), although optics is not at all inconspicuous in relation to the ego even in
Freud, as is evident, for instance, in the theory of self-relation of the ‘I’ as narcissism, or
the ‘I’ as the projection of a surface, which will lead to its real blossoming in the post-war
psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan in the form of the specular ‘I’ and the mirror stage. For
now though, the issue is still that of attention, disinvestment and unravelling of distance:

Fifty years ago, a slip of the tongue passed more or less unnoticed. Only exceptionally
may such a slip have revealed dimensions of depth in a conversation which had seemed
to be taking its course on the surface. Since the Psychopathology of Everyday Life things
have changed. This book isolated and made analyzable things which had heretofore
floated along unnoticed in the broad stream of perception. For the entire spectrum of
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optical, and now also acoustical perception, the film has brought about a similar
deepening of apperception. (ibid., p. 235)

Writing in the 1930s, Benjamin can clearly perceive the ebb and flow of history of the
immediately preceding decades, the end of the swell initiated by the fin de siécle and the
oncoming tidal wave of another one, in the guise of Fascism, which operates on the basis
of politics as aesthetics,” instead of merely imbuing aesthetics with the politics of a
reconstructive message, as the Jahrhundertwende still does.

What we are attempting to read through Benjamin is already an early consequence
of the fin de siecle’s operational methodology, and in the end, perhaps even its failure to
counteract the loss of distance and intimacy (the decay of aura in Benjamin’s language),
by making the process of decaying sensibilities into an areola of a possibility/expectation
for a new sensory value which would stabilize the prospects of self-maintenance. In this
gesture, the logic of the fin de siécle does attempt to bring closer, but from a distant realm
of the unknown depth, and not from the easily accessible banality of the everyday life.
This is why it still is a vector of a response and not a structuring factor that it later
becomes. This is also why the body still matters, why it is still matter and not simply an
image, a refracted copy of itself, as is evident through the archetypal (for Benjamin) case
of film. Cinematography organizes itself as reproducibility of sameness, whereas the
body as aesthetics of decay allots just enough time for the repetition of difference. The
consequence of such a precariousness of balance as salvage, and through it preservation

of the quickly diminishing ontology of distance (the fin de siécle logic par excellence) is

°7 Benjamin, for instance, quotes this excerpt from the Italian Futurist, Marinetti, at the end of his essay:
“For twenty-seven years we Futurists have rebelled against the branding of war as antiaesthetic...
Accordingly we state: ...War is beautiful because it establishes man’s dominion over the subjugated
machinery by means of gas masks, terrifying megaphones, flame throwers, and small tanks. War is
beautiful because it initiates the dreamt-of metallization of the human body. War is beautiful because it
enriches a flowering meadow with the fiery orchids of machine guns. War is beautiful because it combines
the gunfire, the cannonades, the cease-fire, the scents, and the stench of putrefaction into a symphony.
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that the positioning of the body becomes a fait accompli of organic chemistry, for in
order to differentiate itself from its own physicality, the body must look for its own
structure outside its physical restrictions, without at the same time dispensing with
materiality of encounters — something that is completely annulled with the replication of
the body in the technological image. The proposal for such tight-rope walking situates
itself in the confines of intimate distancing which reinvigorates its structures of delay,
and hence duration, which is not that of an instantaneous release (the spontaneous
velocity of the cinematographic image) but the expectation for a moment, which can still

be created and not simply lived as a servo-mechanism of functionality.
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13. The Ruined Psychology

If man loses what is psychologically necessary for his functioning, the ability to calibrate
distances, then it is the ontology and the phenomenology of the ruin that encloses the
geometric, structural reflection of the channels of communication which create new,
meditative networks of signification which make distance speak (Figure 18, Appendix).

In his 1911 essay on the ruin (Die Ruine),”® Simmel proposes that architecture
(Baukunst) possesses the resilience and the ability to combine and maintain the two
antagonistic forces of nature and intellect, within itself. It gains such an ability through its
potential to fall into a state of disrepair and decay, eventually even degenerating into the
state of a ruin.

The ruin embraces the precarious stability of hesitation, of an impossibility to
decide finally and unequivocally, thus exuding the tension of potential that expresses
something of the duration already lived, and the possibility of its further recuperation as
well as its final expiation. Anticipating the impending discussion taken up in the
following chapter, we might want to consider how the image of a ruin, would apply to a
phenomenon such as Schoenberg’s music? Is it not full of sound that ruins itself and
regresses with every step into the protracted incantation of its own silence?

Whereas in Simmel, man and culture can still look for a reconciliation in the
pragmatics and dynamics of the ruin as an aesthetic principle, everything is already
ruined for Benjamin, gone too far in the amnesia and anaemia of an unresponsive mass. It

is a social expression of a debilitating condition that can also afflict the ruin proper, as

% Simmel, “Die Ruine”, in Philosophische Kultur: Gesammelte Essais, pp. 137-146. Hereafter cited in
text.
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Simmel points out, when it has fallen too excessively into the state of rubble, as is the
case with ancient Greek ruins, which face us mutely, simply as slabs of stone overgrown
with moss. The ruin, then, must remain something living and animated.

If the entire fin de siécle problematic is one of reanimation, then Otto Wagner, in
his tour de force of Viennese modernism, attempts intuitively to reintroduce the modern
self into the actual construction of spaces, thus mitigating the alienating modern
conditioning, as well as expressing its basic element, in the formula of a style that ruins
classical cohesion of form, while maintaining the balance and tension of such a de-
constructive procedure, in the frozen choreography of a building as a mime.”’

Wagner’s Baukunst proposes a solution to the problem of mass, en masse,
meaning collectively, since buildings, being in the public sphere, must be engaged with,
like one would engage a landscape — inescapably. This solution is similar to Simmel’s
resolve, which mitigates the tension of individual versus mass society through the
aesthetics of style:

What drives the modern individual so strongly toward style is the unburdening and
veiling of the personal, which is the essence of the style. Subjectivity and individuality
have reached the point of collapse, and in the stylized making of form — from social
manners to the furnishing of a dwelling — resides an appeasement, a toning down of this
acute personality to a general idea and its law. It is as if the ego could no longer support
itself solely, or at least no longer wished to reveal itself, and so it puts on a more general,
more typical, in short, a stylized garment... Stylized expression, the way of life, taste —
all are limits of ways of distancing, in which the exaggerated subjectivity of the period
finds a counterbalance and a mask.'”

The mask, in fact, in its two potential meanings as something that reveals or hides, is a
regulatory system of distancing. Even though such aesthetic mask as style might still be a

miscarriage of liberation, it is also an absolutely indispensable device which must be

*° For a discussion and analysis of Wagner’s early designs according to the paradigm of a ‘ruin-in-reverse’,
see J. Duncan Berry ‘From Historicism to Architectural Realism: On some of Wagner’s Sources’, in Otfo
Wagner: Reflections and the Raiment of Modernity (ed. Harry Francis Mallgrave), pp. 243-278.

1% Simmel, “Das Problem des Stiles”, Die Kunst 19 (1908): 307, my translation.
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present to turn a simple act of communication (visual, verbal or tectonic), into a form of
artistic expression which dispenses a psychological screen on the increasingly unwieldy
reality. Performed correctly, such aesthetic psychology becomes a habit forming
architectonics of nearness, which does not fall into the ideology and the ill-effects of
over-magnification, of closeness in the myopia of enclosures, pure and simple.

In his essay on art in the technological age, Benjamin himself speaks of
architecture, in a manner of a special case, which falls outside of the mechanical ‘steam-
roller’ of technology and its imaging system, or at least, due to its special historical
circumstances, has the potential to do so:

Buildings have been man’s companions since primeval times. Many art forms have
developed and perished... But the human need for shelter is lasting. Architecture has
never been idle. Its history is more ancient than that of any other art, and its claim to
being a living force has significance in every attempt to comprehend the relationship of
the masses to art. Buildings are appropriated in a twofold manner: by use and by
perception — or rather, by touch and sight. Such appropriation cannot be understood in
terms of the attentive concentration of a tourist before a famous building. On the tactile
side there is no counterpart to contemplation on the optical side. Tactile appropriation is
accomplished not so much by attention as by habit. As regards architecture, habit
determines to a large extent even optical reception. The latter, too, occurs much less
through rapt attention than by noticing the object in incidental fashion. This mode of
appropriation, developed with reference to architecture, in certain circumstances acquires
canonical value. For the tasks which face the human apparatus of perception at the
turning points of history cannot be solved by optical means, that is, by contemplation,
alone. They are mastered gradually by habit, under the guidance of tactile appropriation
(Benjamin, The Work of Art, pp. 239-240).

Anyone who chooses to go back to Benjamin’s text, and reads immediately preceding
and following the above fragment will tend, almost as quickly, to conclude that I have
read out of context, and thus misrepresented what Benjamin actually says, since
architecture is actually identified as the first medium of mass distribution, which deals in
units of distraction and not attentive contemplation, which sits at the centre of Benjamin’s

argument of diagnosis and recuperation:
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A man who concentrates before a work of art is absorbed by it... In contrast, the
distracted mass absorbs the work of art. This is most obvious with regard to buildings.
Architecture has always represented the prototype of a work of art the reception of which
is consummated by a collectivity in a state of distraction. The laws of its reception are
most instructive (ibid., p. 239).

In this respect architecture and its habit forming, tactile structural self is similar to the
phenomenon of film, because:

The distracted person, too, can form habits. More, the ability to master certain tasks in a
state of distraction proves that their solution has become a matter of habit. Distraction as
provided by art presents a covert of the extent to which new tasks have become soluble
by apperception. Since, moreover, individuals are tempted to avoid such tasks, art will
tackle the most difficult and most important ones where it is able to mobilize the masses.
Today it does so in film (ibid., p. 240).

The accusation that can be levelled against Benjamin, is predictably that of
idealism, of elevating a very restricted experience of contemplation to a paradigmatic
structure of historical reality, even when he attempts to socialize the issue (and thus in his
own way mass-produce it historically) by assigning it to the mechanics of ritualistic
cultivation. But more important is the analytical undercurrent of Benjamin’s text, which,
through the argument about architecture, makes the coupling
concentration/contemplation and distraction/consumption, whose parametric axioms
operate according to the rule of absorption-by and mere absorption and hence, in both
cases directionally-reversed consummation, into a basic problem of reception and of
being received; something akin to Derrida’s hospitality as both invitation/hosting, and
hostility — the fluidity of the line of division between them etymologically fused.'!

We are dealing here with an economy in the manner of the Greek oikos
(household), since the act of acceptance (art’s hospitality as the contemplative absorption
by), in opposition to mere absorption as reception, are both inadvertently ways of

expenditure and digestion. The important difference lies in where the agency is located.

' See Jacques Derrida and Anne Dufourmantelle, Of Hospitality.
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The absent-minded examiner of art, or reality in general, simply receives in his
consumption, thus exhibiting an overabundance of patience and hospitality, whereas the
contemplative individuality is received by, making the act first of all that of a decision to
accept, which by default operates in the dangerous proximity to the act of hostility,
whether as rejection by the host, or the non-acceptance of the invitation. This is where the
subtlety of Benjamin’s text revolves concentrically around the shape of its own voracity.

The relationship between acceptance and reception, which for Benjamin is by and
large settled by the overbearing activity of the mass society, is the problem whose exact
distribution the fin de siécle reality takes upon itself to solve, even if that role is simply
presented to it by default, as a historical necessity. It attempts to do so through a curious
blend of forces, which try to cultivate and implant a new habit-forming space of
collective apperception — the latter not being that of mere optics or contemplation, but,
precisely, of tactility as a process of seeing — what architecture proper tends towards
naturally, and what the architectonics of aesthetics, across the many communicative
fields, tries to reproduce and re-absorb.

In this latest surge into the setting of the Jahrhundertwende, we are once again
dealing with an aporia, a contradiction which forces the impossibility and
incommensurability of smooth functionality and rugged/massive reality, into a process of
transgression, as both overcoming/elevation and disobedience. We are thus presented
with attention as something that must acquire the role of habit-forming principle, two
notions which, as we have seen above, Benjamin strictly separated. Habit cannot span
attention, for it constructs a habitat, or habitus, a veil in the form of mass behaviour and

the behaviour of the masses. But can this formula be turned around? Can attention be
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gainfully employed in the service of habit that will still be collective, but not fall into the
narcolepsy of mindless repetitive motion? — in short the kind of collective habit as
aesthetics, which is actually distancing, which makes distant, and thus opens up
perspectives, if not of contemplation, then of interpretation and analysis; the kind of
feeling of removal, but also intrigue, danger, seduction and intimacy, that Fridolin,
Schitzler’s main character in the Dream Story, feels, when he somewhat unexpectedly
finds himself in the midst of a masked ball.

This is the kind of habitus that misrecognizes the twisted lines of its own habitual
institution, misremembers that it is supposed to fall into the strict involution of
determinacy, thus experiencing the aporia of the mask in Bahr’s Augenmusik, in
Jugendstil’s plant; an aporia of a body that lets itself be absorbed by its own physicality,
its own performance and drama, and thus a body, which, the way it is presented in
Schiele’s imagery, must wear a different skin which masks its voracious coherence, while
at the same time revealing its aesthetics, as a new collective interpretation. We have
already designated this entire complex as aesthetics of disappearance, whose ingredients,
when added together, activate a chemical chain reaction of tensions and forces; a splitting
apart of congruence so that the visible traces of energies thus released can be registered,
if ever so briefly.

Otto Wagner’s architecture of spaces and places is exemplary on this account, as
can, for instance, be surmised by looking at some of his sketches, particularly the design
for the Ferdinandbriicke (Figure 17, Appendix), whose overall effect invokes “...an
image that is meant to explain by visual analogy the inherent forces and tensions. The

pylons endow the construction with power; they pretend to be the “actors and
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performers” whereas the steel beams appear to have a passive role of reacting to
forces”.'” Wagner does not simply erect buildings, but makes space expressive by
creating a theatre of encounter, something perhaps akin to DeCerteau’s city walker, but
on much more (cartographically speaking) conscious scale — a conversation between
distance and intimacy, which sound instinctively carries along with its inflections, and
without which psychoanalysis would be just another surface psychology.

Interestingly, Hermann Bahr deems it necessary to expose the figure of Wagner’s
personality and professional/artistic activity, against the context of the city and its
inhabitants, thus immediately bringing into relief the basic tension of the entire fin de
siécle project; its attempt to derive from the swelling mass of modernity, a rejuvenated
practice in the shape of individualized collectivity that would move against the trend of
collectivization of the subject. The symbolism and the phenomenon of the mask, plays an
important role in Bahr’s contrasting description of Wagner vs. the city, which appears in
a short celebratory article on the occasion of Wagner’s 70 birthday:

...the tragedy of the Viennese is constituted in this, namely: they are never allowed to
have a natural face. The genuine man in Vienna, has been certainly [?] forbidden in the
last two hundred years... And our eternal Viennese problem is whether, in the end, we
will finally have enough strength and courage, to take-off the masks and show to
ourselves, who we are!... And no one, among those who presently live in Austria,
endured and persevered in this task, in a more marvellous way, than Otto Wagner. Otto
Wagner is the opposite of Vienna’s Ringstrasse. Whereas everything on it, speaks to
effect, Wagner is all about expression; where there is arbitrariness, here one finds
necessity; there swindle, kitsch, theatre, here always merely what the matter requires.'®

In the year 1900, Bahr also writes about the experience of walking on the Ringstrasse, in
the following manner:

If you walk across the Ring, you have the impression of being in the midst of a real
carnival. Everything masked, everything disguised... Life has become too serious for that

192 Neymeyer, “Iron and Stone”, in Mallgrave, ed., Otto Wager, p. 129.
'9 Bahr, Kulturprofil der Jahrhundertwende, p. 283, my translation.
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sort of thing. We want to look life in the face. This is what we mean when we talk of
‘realist architecture’, that is, that the building must not only serve its intended purpose,
but must also express, not conceal, that purpose.'04

But one needs another abstraction, another layer of communicative tissue to look life in
the face directly, because this involves a closing of distance, a close up, which, when
simply released technologically, creates the opposite condition from the one intended.
What must happen, then, is a construction of another mask, that would reveal in its
physiognomy, while also holding one in a safe distance of removal, and thus in the
tension of both, mystery, maybe even frustration, but also anticipation. The principle here
seem to be that of action at a distance, a sort of social physics via aesthetics, which, just
like Lipps’ and Worringer’s theory of empathy (Einfiihlungstheorie) tries to capture the
notion of distanciation, through the mutual resonance of acceptance between the subject
and the object.

In Worringer’s estimation, aesthetics is precisely a psychology, which moves
along such trajectory of reconciliation. In his 1905 doctoral dissertation,'®® which, in its
own time, became quite a famous exegeses, Worringer re-works Lipps’ aesthetic theory
of empathy, trying to make it fall in line with the abstract/transcendental dimension, thus
expanding its original formulation. Such expansion progresses away from the strictly
phenomenological objectification of life through art, which releases the harmonizing
force of pleasure or displeasure as a bodily sensation (Einfiihlung, which translated more
directly implies oneness and togetherness of feeling), resting on the other pole — the one
whose surface makes decided breaks with the world as natural self-affirmation, and

connects with it through a string of continually vibrating intonations, thus creating its

1% J. Duncan Berry, “From Historicism to Architectural Realism”, in Otto Wagner, p. 245, my translation.

' Wilhelm Worringer, Abstraction and Empathy, hereafter quoted in text.
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own certainty through removal or distance, or even more radically, transition into the
inorganic:

...all transcendental art sets out with the aim of de-organicising the organic, i.e. of
translating the mutable and conditional into values of unconditional necessity. But such a
necessity man is able to feel only in the great world beyond the living, in the world of the
inorganic. This led him to rigid lines, to inert crystalline form. He translated everything
living into the language of these imperishable and unconditional values. For these
abstract forms, liberated from all finiteness, are the only ones, and the highest, in which
man can find rest from the confusion of the world picture (4bstraction and Empathy, p.
134).

Naturally, we can right away recognize Riegl in this paragraph, on whose theory
Worringer relies quite heavily for the general art-historical, conceptual and argumentative
direction. The interesting aspect of the above assessment is that the purity of such
transcendental art has no more validity at the beginning of the 20™ century, because:
“What happened was that translation into the laws governing the inorganic was brought
to an end and replaced by translation into the laws governing the human spirit. Science
emerged, and the transcendental art lost ground” (ibid., p. 134). In other words,
Worringer seems to intimate, that art in general has lost its purpose as a communicative
tissue between the unfathomable force of the world and the always overwhelmed
individual, this task now falling under the auspices of a new psyche, and a new volition
towards self-expression, which is simply designated by the signifier — science. This
seems to liberate art, giving it the hard-won frivolity, which remains within the bounds of
artificial actualization of independence, but is not invested with the absolute burden of
meaning: “Its delight is no longer the rigid regularity of the abstract, but the mild
harmony of organic being” (ibid., p. 135). Thus, art wins autonomy (if not authenticity)

of behaviour because it does not carry within its phenomenon the responsibility for a
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current world-view. In this it can at least take on the role of a therapeutic tool and a
medium of collective remedial activity.

Worringer is attempting to ‘get at’ the materiality of a force, which would create
its own realm of experience — a hub of a network that would, if not mediate, then at least
mitigate the circumstances of phenomenological irresponsibility. In the end, the type of
theory he proposes, a mode of experiencing the style of objective/material phenomena,
that we have been painstakingly at work to explicate, by his own admission, is
encapsulated in a curious and chance happening, which, at the time, made him “...the
medium of the necessities of the period” (ibid., p. vii):

The compass of my instinct had pointed in a direction inexorably preordained by the
dictate of the spirit of the age... On a visit to Paris for purposes of study, duty leads the
young student of art history, whose maturity of development is not yet such as to have
presented him with a choice of subject for his thesis, into the Trocadero Museum. A grey
forenoon destitute of all emotional atmosphere. Not a soul in the museum. The solitary
sound: my footsteps ringing in the wide halls in which all other life is extinct. Neither
does any stimulating force issue from the monuments, cold plaster reproduction of
medieval cathedral sculpture. I compel myself to study ‘the rendering of drapery’.
Nothing more. And my impatient glance is frequently directed toward the clock.

Then... an interruption! A door in the background opens, admitting two further
visitors. What a surprise as they draw nearer: one of them is known to me! It is the Berlin
philosopher, Georg Simmel. I have only a fleeting acquaintance with him dating from
semesters at Berlin years ago. During this period I once ‘gatecrashed’ two of his
lectures...

Well, besides my own steps, those of Simmel and his companion now ring past
the monuments. Of their conversation all I hear is an unintelligible echo.

Why do I relate this situation in such detail? What is so remarkable and
memorable about it? This: it was the ensuing hours spent in the halls of the Trocadero
with Simmel, in a contact consisting solely in the atmosphere created by his presence,
that produced in a sudden, explosive act of birth the world of ideas which then found its
way into my thesis... (ibid., pp. viii—ix).

This strange encounter of presence as resonance, or an echo, not only pinpoints the basic
tents of Worringer’s reformulated theory of empathy, but brings us full circle, not only in
this echoing narrative, but also and more immediately, in the discussion spread out over

the last few pages. For here, we have distance, as a personal, social and aesthetic quality,
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enmeshed in the incalculable consequences of effects that measure out practical intimacy
in the units of surprise as expectation.

The latest resting point to which our discussion seems to have deviated, is the
possibility that what stands under the name and the banner of art at the turn of the
century, is not simply a creative/artistic product of ‘pictures at an exhibition’, but a
euphemism for an existential attitude and positioning, whose lack of the proper name,
must simply cover itself with the mask of another, easily accessible one. Art is chosen,
because its enclosure creates a feeling of extraordinary circumstances, of standing apart,
of being more valuable and true, but also permeable enough to be accommodating to the
frequently changing currents, tastes and fashions. In fact, we could even say, that the
entire fin de siécle reality, becomes a whimsical and flimsy reality, which anticipates its
total technological/communicative release as acceleration, just a few decades later. This
is how modern aesthetics, which does not orient itself to the field of aesthetics in the
strict sense, but rather to reality as a pliable point of contact is unavoidably possessed by
the spirit of empathy as the communicative/perpetuation circuit of perception, thus
carving out for itself a new space of encounter:

Modern aesthetics, which has taken the decisive step from aesthetic objectivism to
aesthetic subjectivism, i.e. which no longer takes the aesthetic as the starting point of its
investigations, but proceeds from behaviour of the contemplating subject, culminates in a

doctrine that may be characterized by the broad general name of the theory of empathy
(ibid., p. 4).

Worringer’s extension of this principle into the realm of abstraction, and his argument
that it is only after such inclusion of the opposite pole, as he describes it, that aesthetics
can serve as the general condition for apprehending the current social/human condition,
does not change the important fact that art in its heretofore unprecedented blend of

forces, becomes the storage of the total existential capital.
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If art, as this ubiquitous anonymity of a signifier which means to indicate
everything that is potentially important and has weight, or in any case, further accentuate
its constant pull; if it is to be considered as the archetype of bone shattering events, from
the most miniscule to the monumental, then it must also become a totality which, in its
plasticity and pliability, recovers a psychic/ontological layer, on a collective scale — in
other words, it must venture out on a form-finding mission en mass. This is evident, for
instance, in Wagner’s polemical arguments about Baukunst:

There are thousands and thousands of things that modern culture has devised, and for
many of them art today has already found forms — many have even been given a perfect
form. They do not recall the forms of past times; they are completely new because their
premises and their essential principle have issued from our very own ambition and
perception (Wagner, Modern Architecture, p. 121).

Art, in the end, as the archetype of existential architectonics, in its most immediate
tectonic (i.e., objective, material) expression, is architecture — an assessment that Wagner
shares with Simmel and seems to take very seriously indeed, perhaps grotesquely so,
from our current standpoint. Thus, besides being on a form-finding mission, art is also the
generative as well as corrective device, ontologically speaking, and the architect, is the
most advanced and progressive image of the modern man: “The architect with his happy
combination of idealism and realism has been praised as the crowning glory of modern
man. Unfortunately he alone feels the truth of these words, while his contemporaries
stand off to the side, little interested. I too, at the risk of being accused of a delusion of
grandeur, must join in the song of praise” (ibid., p. 62). This opening sentence of
Wagner’s theoretical magnum opus, is to reiterate such a view, throughout its pages,
always emphasizing the consumptive and contemplative role of the entire
artistic/architectonic project, two modes of deliberation, which, as we have seen,

Benjamin only a few years later, will find completely incompatible and irreconcilable.

186

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



But at the turn of the century, the question and the activity are joined in the expectancy
for a new functionality, which revolves around a new general alignment as distancing
through invested, that is, consumptive/absorptive directionality — here is Wager again:
“Everywhere artists appear on the scene, again pointing out to industry the right path and
thus demonstrating how unspeakably depressing eclecticism was, which lacked any
artistic feeling” (ibid., p. 117). One of the most telling signs of how far-reaching this
entire re-constitutive project must be, is the comprehensive inclusion by Wagner of
practically every single artistic and engineering expertise in the architectural ‘tool box’,
including acoustics:

Though not actually a concern of art, a few short remarks on acoustics belong in the
chapter “Practice of Art”. Many architects unfortunately still have the view that the
acoustics of a space cannot be systematically determined, and that success or failure in
this regard must always be enshrouded in mystical darkness. This is not so. The architect
is able to project any space in such a way that its acoustics can be predetermined with
apodictic certainty. The theory guiding this determination is quite simple and runs as
follows: make the length of the sound waves as equal as possible and avoid all
reflections. Solving the first part of this law is rather simple and is in any case not all that
important. Regarding reflections, however, the architect is in a position to avoid all
reflections by immediately dispersing the sound wave