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 What Freud Has to Do with Aesthetics
 
 My title does not mean that I intend to talk about the application of the Freudian theory of the unconscious to the domain of aesthetics. 1 I will not be speaking about the psychoanalysis of art, nor about the numerous and significant borrow ings that historians and philosophers of art have made from particular theses advanced by Freud or Lacan. I have no particular competence regard ing psychoanalytic theory. More importantly, however, my interest lies in a different direction. I am not interested in the application of Freudian concepts to the analysis and interpretation of liter ary texts or plastic works of art. I will instead ask why the interpretation of these texts and works 1
 
 This text was originally presented in the form of two lectures, delivered at the "School for Psychoanalyses" in Brussels in Janu ary 2000 on the invitation of Didier Cromphout.
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 What Freud Has to Do with Aesthetics
 
 occupies such an important, strategic position in
 
 goal is not to psychoanalyze Freud and I am not
 
 Freud's demonstration of the pertinence of
 
 concerned with the way in which the literary and
 
 analytic concepts and forms of interpretation. I
 
 artistic figures he chose fit into the analytic
 
 have in mind here not only the books or articles
 
 romance of the Founder. What interests me is the
 
 that Freud specifically devoted to writers or artists
 
 question of what these figures serve to prove and
 
 - to Leonardo da Vinci's biography, Michel
 
 what structures allow them to produce this proof.
 
 angelo's Moses, or jensen's Gradiva
 
 but also the
 
 What these figures serve to prove at the most
 
 references to literary texts and characters that
 
 general level is that there is meaning in what
 
 frequently support his demonstrations, such as the
 
 seems not to have any meaning, something enig
 
 multiple references made in the Interpretation of
 
 matic in what seems self-evident, a spark of
 
 Dreams to both the glories of the national literary
 
 thought in what appears to be an anodyne detail.
 
 tradition, such as Goethe's Faust, and contempo
 
 These figures are not the materials upon which
 
 rary works like Alphonse Daudet's Sapho.
 
 analytic interpretation proves its ability to inter
 
 The reversal of approach proposed here does
 
 pret cultural formations. They are testimony to the
 
 not imply an intention to turn Freud's questions
 
 existence of a particular relation between thought
 
 around against him, in order to ask, for example,
 
 and non-thought, a particular way that thought is
 
 why he is interested in Michelangelo's Moses or a
 
 present within sensible materiality, meaning
 
 specific note from Leonardo's Notebooks in partic
 
 within the inSignificant,
 
 ular. The members of the analytic profession have
 
 element within conscious thought. In short, Dr
 
 already explained to us the circumstances of the
 
 Freud, the interpreter of the "anodyne" facts aban
 
 father of psychoanalysis's identification with the
 
 doned by his positivist colleagues, can use these
 
 guardian of the Tables of the Law or the import of
 
 "examples" in his demonstration because they are
 
 his confusion between a kite and a vulture. My
 
 themselves tokens of a certain unconscious. To
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 and an involuntary
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 tion. It is this pathos that, in the classical age,
 
 showing the unspeakable,
 
 the horror of the
 
 makes Oedipus an impossible hero unless radical
 
 In the second place the order of representation
 
 corrections are made. Impossible not because he kills his father and sleeps with his mother, but
 
 mode. On the other hand, this function restrains
 
 gouged-out eyes.
 
 and action. Drama, says Aristotle, is an arrange
 
 because of the way that he learns about it, because of the identity of opposites that he incar
 
 ment of actions. At the base of drama are charac
 
 nates in this learning, the tragic identity of know
 
 ters who pursue particular ends while acting in
 
 ing and not knowing, of action undertaken and
 
 conditions of partial ignorance, which will be
 
 pathos undergone.
 
 is a certain order of relations between knowledge
 
 resolved in the course of the action. What this excludes is what constitutes the very ground of the Oedipal performance, namely the pathos of knowledge: the maniacal, relentless determination to know what it would be better not to know, the furor that prevents understanding, the refusal to recognize the truth in the form in which it presents itself, the catastrophe of unsustainable knowing, 18
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 The Aesthetic Revolution
 
 It is thus a whole regime of thinking about poetry that rejects the Oedipal scenario. We can put this the other way around: the Oedipal scenario can only acquire a privileged status after the abolition of the representative regime of thinking about the arts, a regime that implies a certain idea of thought: thought as action imposing itself upon a passive matter. This is precisely what I have called the aesthetic revolution: the end of an ordered set of relations between what can be seen and what can be said, knowledge and action, activity and passivity. For Oedipus to be the hero of the psychoanalytic revolution, then, there must first be a new Oedipus, one who has nothing to do with those imagined by Corneille and Voltaire. Beyond French-style tragedy, beyond even the Aristotelian rationalization of tragic action, this 21
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 of Sophocles. Holderlin, Hegel, and Nietzsche were among those who put forth this new Oedi pus and the new idea of tragedy that corresponds to him.
 
 knowing and suffering (the pathei mathos of Aeschylus or Sophocles) presupposes a gathering the trio of those who are sick with knowing: Oedipus and Hamlet, together in The Interpreta
 
 tion of Dreams as they were in Hegel's Lectures
 
 Two traits characterize this new Oedipus and
 
 on Aesthetics, and Faust who is there as well. The
 
 make him the hero of a "new" idea of thought that
 
 invention of psychoanalysis occurs at the point
 
 claims to revive the idea of thought attested to by
 
 where philosophy and medicine put each other
 
 Greek tragedy. Oedipus is proof of a certain exis
 
 into question by making thought a matter of sick
 
 tential savagery of thought, a definition of know
 
 ness and sickness a matter of thought.
 
 ing not as the subjective act of grasping an
 
 But
 
 this
 
 solidarity
 
 between
 
 the
 
 things
 
 of
 
 objective ideality but as the affection, passion, or
 
 thought and the things of sickness is itself in soli
 
 even sickness of a living being. The signification
 
 darity with the new regime of thinking about the
 
 of the Oedipal story according to 1he Birth of
 
 productions of art. If Oedipus is an exemplary
 
 Tragedy is that knowledge in itself is a crime
 
 hero, it is because his fictional figure emblema
 
 against nature.6 Oedipus and tragedy generally
 
 tizes the properties given to the productions of art
 
 attest to the fact that, in the matter of thought,
 
 by the aesthetic revolution. Oedipus is he who
 
 there is always a question of sickness, medicine,
 
 knows and does not know, who is absolutely
 
 and their paradoxical unity. This philosophical
 
 active and absolutely passive. Such an identity of
 
 restaging
 
 contraries is precisely how the aesthetic revolu
 
 of
 
 the
 
 tragic
 
 equivalence
 
 between
 
 tion defines what is proper to art. At first sight, it (, Friedrich N ietzsche, and Ronald Speirs
 
 1999), pp.
 
 22
 
 47-8.
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 of production and is its own proof. But at the
 
 "wisdom of the Egyptians." This question of
 
 same time this unconditional creativity is identi
 
 whether hieroglyphic language was a code in
 
 fled with an absolute passivity. Kant's conception
 
 which religiOUS wisdom forbidden to the uniniti
 
 of genius summarizes this duality. The genius is
 
 ated has been deposited, and likewise whether
 
 the active power of nature who sets his own
 
 ancient poetic fables were the allegorical expres
 
 creative power against any model or norm. The
 
 sion of philosophical thought, dates back at least
 
 a norm for
 
 to Plato. In denouncing the immorality of the
 
 himself. But at the same time he is the one who
 
 Homeric fables, Plato in effect refuted those who
 
 does not know what he does and is incapable of
 
 saw cosmological allegories in the divine adulter
 
 accounting for his own activity.
 
 ies they narrated. The question reappears in the
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 we might say,
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 proto-Christian era, when pagan authors, seeking
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 context Vico seeks to kill two birds with one
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 us. Vico's primary target is not the "theory of art"
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 abstract from the concrete. His "images" are noth
 
 inventor of fables, characters, and images. His
 
 ing but the way people of his time spoke. Finally,
 
 discovery of the "true Homer" refutes the Aris
 
 he is not the inventor of rhythms and meters. He
 
 totelian and representative image of the poet as
 
 is simply proof of a stage of language in which
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 speech and song were identical. Men sang before
 
 on four points. First, he shows, Homer is not an
 
 speaking, before passing to articulated language.
 
 inventor of fables. He did not recognize our
 
 The poetic charms of sung speech are actually
 
 distinction between history and fiction, and in fact
 
 only the stammerings of language's infancy, still
 
 considered his so-called fables to be hiStory,
 
 observable in the language of deaf-mutes. Thus
 
 which he transmitted as he had received them.
 
 the four traditional privileges of the poet-inventor
 
 Secondly, he is not the inventor of characters. His
 
 are transformed into properties of his language.
 
 so-called characters, Achilles the brave, Ulysses
 
 This language is his only insofar as it does not
 
 the clever, Nestor the wise, are neither individual
 
 belong to him; it is not an instrument at his
 
 ized characters nor allegories invented for poetic
 
 disposal but the token of an infantile stage of
 
 purposes. They are abstidctions in images, which
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 are the only way for a thought that is equally inca
 
 on account of the identity between what he wants
 
 pable of abstraction and individualization to repre
 
 and what he does not want, what he knows and
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 what he does not know, what he does and what
 
 that it cannot conceive nor even name as
 
 he does not do. The existence of poetry is tied to
 
 such. Thirdly, Homer is not the much-celebrated
 
 this identity of contraries, to this gap between
 
 tics that instead relates the
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 speech and what it says. There is solidarity between the poetic char-dcter of language and its ciphered character. But this cipher does not hide any secret science. It is in the end nothing more than the inscription of the process that produces speech itself. This hermeneutical figure of the "true Homer" is a prerequisite to the figure of Oedipus as an exemplary and universally valid tragic subject. This figure presupposes a regime of thinking about art in which art is defined by its being the identity of a conscious procedure and an uncon scious production, of a willed action and an invol untary process. In short, the identity of logos and pathos will henceforth be what attests to the exis tence of art. But there are two contrary ways to think about this identity: as the immanence of logos in pathos, of thought in non-thought, or, inversely, as the immanence of pathos in logos, of non-thought in thought. We find the first manner illustrated in the great founding texts of the aesthetic
 
 mode
 
 of
 
 thought
 
 such
 
 as
 
 Hegel's
 
 Lectures on Aesthetics. Art, in Schelling's terms, is
 
 a spirit's odyssey outsid e of itself. In Hegel's systematization, this spi rit seeks to become ma ni fest, which means in the first place to make itself manifest to itself, throug h the matter that is its opposite: in the compac tness of built or sculpte d stone, in the density of color or in the temporal and sonorous materialit y of language. It seeks itself in the double sen sible exteriority of matter and the image. It seeks itself and misses itself. But in this game of hide-a nd-seek, it creates itse lf as the interior light of sen sible materiality, the bea u tiful appearance of the god of stone, the arb ores cent thrust of the Go thic vault and spire, or the spiritual brilliance ani mating the still-life's ins ignif icance. The invers e model that can be op posed to this odyssey is tha t of the beautiful and rational aesthetic appear ance whose obscure dep ths are riven with patho s. In Schopenhauer thi s model is expressed by the movement that turns its back on the appearanc es and the lovely causal order of the World of rep resentation in order to face the obscure, sub terranean and nonsensi cal world of the th109 . -Itself: · -lO the meaningless world of naked .
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 ing the whose essence is to want nothing, reject of model of the choice of ends and the adaptation
 
 4
 
 I
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 meaning means to those ends that forms the usual ssed of the notion of will. In Nietzsche it is expre
 
 art itself by the identification of the existence of ar with the polarity of Apollonian beautiful appe
 
 joy and ance and the Dionysian drive that brings in suffering in equal measure and comes to light nce. the very forms that would deny its existe
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 Conversely, there is non-thought that inhabits
 
 master who knows how to explain his words and
 
 thought and gives it a power all its own. This non
 
 how to hold them in reserve, how to keep them
 
 thought is not simply a form of absence of
 
 away from the profane and how to deposit them
 
 thought, it is an efficacious presence of its oppo
 
 like seed in the souls of those in whom they can
 
 site. From whichever side we approach the equa
 
 bear fruit. The classical representative order iden
 
 tion, the identity of thought and non-thought is
 
 tified this "living speech" with the active speech of
 
 the source of a distinctive power.
 
 the great orator who
 
 moves deeply and
 
 Corresponding to this idea of thought is an idea
 
 persuades, edifies and leads souls and bodies.
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 This model likewise includes the discourse of the
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 to an idea of speech itself and its intrinsic power.
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 two figures sketches out the space of a single
 
 soul's turmoil. It is Cuvier the geologist, the natu
 
 domain, that of literary speech as symptomatic
 
 ralist who reconstitutes animal populations from
 
 speech?
 
 bones and forests from fossilized imprints.8 With
 
 Mute writing, in the first sense, is the speech
 
 him a new idea of the artist is defined as one who
 
 borne by mute things themselves. It is the capa
 
 travels through the labyrinths and crypts of the
 
 bility of signification that is inscribed upon their
 
 social world. He gathers the vestiges and tran
 
 very
 
 "everything
 
 scribes the hieroglyphs painted in the configura
 
 speaks" of Novalis, the poet-mineralogist. Every
 
 tion of obscure or random things. He gives the
 
 thing is trace, vestige, or fossil. Every sensible
 
 insignificant details of the prose of the world their
 
 form, beginning from the stone or the shell, tells a
 
 power of poetic signification. In the topography
 
 story. In their striations and ridges they all bear
 
 of a plaza, the physiognomy of a facade, the
 
 the tidces of their history and the mark of their
 
 pattern or wear of a piece of clothing, the chaos
 
 destination. Literature takes up the task of deci
 
 of a pile of merchandise or trash, he recognizes
 
 phering and rewriting these signs of history writ
 
 the elements of a mythology. He makes the true
 
 ten on things. Balzac summarizes and celebrates
 
 history of a SOciety, an age, or a people visible in
 
 this new idea of writing in the decisive pages at
 
 the figures of this mythology, foreshadowing indi
 
 the beginning of The Wild Ass's Skin that describe
 
 vidual or collective destiny. Everything speak"
 
 the antiquary's store as the emblem of a new
 
 implies the abolition of the hierarchies of the
 
 mythology,
 
 representative order. The great Freudian rule that
 
 body,
 
 summarized
 
 a
 
 by
 
 the
 
 phantasmagoria formed entirely
 
 from the ruins of consumption. The great poet of
 
 there are no inSignificant "details"
 
 the new age is not Byron, the reporter of the
 
 contrary it is the details that put us on the path of
 
 7
 
 8
 
 See Jacques Ranciere, La Parole muette: Essai sur les contradic tions de la litterature (Paris: Hachette. 1998).
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 truth - is in direct continuity with the aesthetic
 
 conducts in The Interpretation of Dreams. He
 
 revolution.
 
 vulgar
 
 poses the principle that nothing is insignificant,
 
 subjects, nor important narrative episodes and
 
 that the prosaic details that positivistic thought
 
 accessory descriptive ones. There is not a single
 
 disdains or attributes to a merely physiological
 
 episode, description, or sentence that does not
 
 rationality are in fact signs encrypting a history.
 
 bear within itself the signifying power of the
 
 But he also poses the paradoxical condition of
 
 entire work. There is nothing that does not bear
 
 this hermeneutics: in order for the banal to reveal
 
 the power of language. Everything is on an equal
 
 its secret, it must first be mythologized. The house
 
 footing, equally important,
 
 equally significant.
 
 and the sewer speak, they bear the trace of truth
 
 Thus the narrator of At the Sign of the Cat and
 
 - as will the dream or the parapraxis, and the
 
 Racket sets us in front of the facade of a house
 
 Marxian commodity - insofar as they are first
 
 whose asymmetrical openings, chaotic recesses
 
 transformed into the elements of a mythology or
 
 and outcroppings form a tissue of hieroglyphs in
 
 phantasmagoria.
 
 There
 
 are
 
 no
 
 noble
 
 and
 
 which we can decipher the history of the house -
 
 The writer is thus a geologist or archeologist
 
 the history of the society to which it bears witness
 
 exploring the labyrinths of the social world, and
 
 - and the destiny of the characters who live there.
 
 later those of the self.
 
 Similarly, Les Miserables plunges us into the sewer
 
 exhumes fossils, and transcribes signs that bear
 
 that, like a cynic philosopher, says everything; it
 
 witness to a world and write a history. The mute
 
 brings together on an equal basis everything that
 
 writing of things delivers, in its prose, the truth of
 
 civilization uses and throws away, its masks and
 
 a civilization or an age that the once-glorious
 
 its distinctions as well as its everyday utensils. The
 
 scene of "living speech" had hidden from view.
 
 new poet, the geological or archeological poet,
 
 The latter has now become a vain scene of
 
 performs the same sort of inquiry that Freud
 
 oratory, the discourse of superficial agitations. But
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 the interpreter of signs is also a doctor, a sympto
 
 profound secret of heredity and race and, in the
 
 matologist who diagnoses the illnesses afflicting
 
 fmal instance, the naked and meaningless fact of
 
 the enterprising individual and the brilliant soci
 
 life.
 
 ety. The naturalist and geologist Balzac is also a
 
 This literature is attached to the second form of
 
 doctor able to detect, at the heart of the intense
 
 identity of logos and pathos mentioned above, the
 
 activity of individuals and societies, a sickness
 
 one following an inverse path from the clear to
 
 identical to this intensity. In Balzac's work the
 
 the obscure and from logos to pathos, to the pure
 
 name for this sickness is will: the malady of
 
 suffering of existence and the pure reproduction
 
 thought that seeks to transform itself into reality
 
 of the meaninglessness of life. A second form of
 
 and so carries individuals and societies toward
 
 mute speech is likewise at work here. In place of
 
 their destruction. Indeed, the history of nine
 
 the hieroglyph inscribed on the body and subject
 
 teenth-century literature can be described as the
 
 to deciphering we encounter speech as soliloquy,
 
 history of the transformations of the "will." In the
 
 speaking to no one and saying nothing but the
 
 naturalist and symbolist period, it will become
 
 impersonal and unconscious conditions of speech
 
 impersonal destiny, heredity, the accomplishment
 
 itself. In Freud's time it was Maeterlinck who most
 
 of a will-to-live devoid of reason, an assault upon
 
 forcefully theorized this second form of mute
 
 the illusions of consciousness by the world of
 
 speech, of unconscious discourse, in his analysis
 
 obscure forces. Literary symptomatology will then
 
 of "second-degree dialogue" in Ibsen's dramas.9
 
 acquire a new status in this literature of the
 
 This dialogue expresses not the thoughts, senti
 
 pathologies of thought centering on hysteria,
 
 ments, and intentions of the characters, but the
 
 "nervosism," or the weight of the past. These new dramaturgies of the buried secret trace the life history of the individual in order to uncover the 38
 
 9
 
 Maurice Maeterlinck, "The Tragical in Daily
 
 of the Humble, trans. Alfred Sutro
 
 (New
 
 )) in The Treasure
 
 York: Dodd, Mead, and
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 The Two Forms ofMute Speech thought of the "third person" who haunts the
 
 "arrangement of actions," into the language of
 
 dialogue, the confrontation with the Unknown ,
 
 these blows, the speech of the invisible crowd
 
 with the anonymous and meaningless forces of
 
 that haunts our thoughts. Perhaps what the stage
 
 life. The "language of motionless tragedy" tran
 
 needs is for this speech to be incarnated in a new
 
 scribes "the unconscious movements of a being
 
 body: no longer the human body of the actor/
 
 reaching luminous hands through the battlements
 
 character but that of a being "who would appear
 
 of the artificial fortress in which we are impris
 
 to live without being alive," a body of shadow or
 
 oned,"l0 the knocking of "a hand that does not
 
 wax granted to this multiple and anonymous
 
 belong to us [and) strikes the secret gates of our
 
 voice.12 From this Maeterlinck draws the idea of
 
 instinct."11 These doors, says Maeterlinck in sum,
 
 an android theater that links Villiers de L'!sle
 
 cannot be opened, but we can listen to the
 
 Adam's novelistic reverie with the future of the
 
 "knocking behind the door." We can transpose the
 
 theater, from Edward Gordon Craig's Uber-Mari
 
 dramatic
 
 onette to Tadeusz Kantor's Dead Class.
 
 10
 
 poem,
 
 formerly
 
 dedicated
 
 to
 
 an
 
 The aesthetic unconscious, consubstantial with Jules Huret, "Conversation avec Maurice l\;laeterlinck," and Maeterlinck, "Con fession de poete," in Maeterlinck, Introduc
 
 11
 
 the aesthetic regime of art, manifests itself in the
 
 tion a une psychologie des s onges et atitres ecrit.s (Brussels: Labor,
 
 polarity of this double scene of mute speech: on
 
 1986), pp. 156 and 8L
 
 the one hand, a speech written on the body that
 
 Maeterlinck, "Small Talk: The Theater," in Symbolist Art Theo ries: A Critical Artthology, ed. Henri Dorra (Berkeley: University
 
 must be restored to a linguistic signification by a
 
 of California Press, 1995), p. 144. I am well aware that Maeter
 
 labor of deciphering and rewriting; on the other,
 
 Iinck places himself in the lineage of Emerson and the mystical tradition, not in that of Schopenhauerian "nihilism" But what interests me here - and what moreover makes possible the
 
 the voiceless speech of a nameless power that lurks behind any consciousness and any Signification, to
 
 confusion of the two traditions - is the same status they give to voiceless speech as the expression of an unconscious "willing" of existence.
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 ghostly body lead the human subject down the path of the great renunciation toward the nothingness of will whose Schopenhauerian shadow weighs so heavily on the literature of the unconscious. The goal of this outline of the literary and philo sophical figure of the aesthetic unconscious, it may bear repeating, is not to provide the model for a new genealogy of the Freudian unconscious. We have no intention of forgetting the medical and scientific context in which psychoanalysis was elaborated, nor of dissolving the Freudian concept of the unconscious, the economy of the drives, and the study of the formations of the unconscious in a century-old idea of unknown knowing and thought that does not think. Nor is there any point in trying to turn the game around and
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 aesthetic unconscious and the Freudian uncon
 
 science. But, more fundamentally, these great
 
 scious. We can define the stakes of the encounter
 
 names function as guides in the journey across
 
 between these two versions of the unconscious
 
 the Acheron undertaken by the new science. If
 
 on the basis of Freud's own indications when he
 
 guides are necessary, it is precisely because the
 
 recounts the invention of psychoanalysis in The
 
 space between positive science
 
 Interpretation of Dreams. His narrative posits a
 
 belief or legend is not empty. The aesthetic
 
 contrast between psychoanalysis and the notion
 
 unconscious took possession of this domain by
 
 of science associated with positivistic medicine,
 
 redefining the things of art as specific modes of
 
 which treats the peculiarities of the sleeping mind
 
 union between the thought that thinks and the
 
 as negligible data or attributes them to deter
 
 thought that does not think. It is occupied by the
 
 minable physical causes. In his battle against this
 
 literature
 
 sort of positivism, Freud calls on psychoanalysis
 
 hermeneutics of mute signs and the transcription
 
 to forge an alliance with the old mythological
 
 of voiceless speech. This literature has already
 
 heritage and popular belief concerning the signi
 
 created a link between the poetic practice of
 
 fication of dreams. But there is another alliance
 
 displaying and interpreting signs and a particular
 
 woven into The Interpretation qf Dreams, which
 
 idea of civilization, it') brilliant appearances and
 
 will
 
 on
 
 obscure depths, it sicknesses and the medicines
 
 Gradiva: an alliance with Goethe and Schiller,
 
 appropriate to them. This idea is not limited to the
 
 Sophocles and Shakespeare, as well as other writ
 
 naturalist novel's interest in hysterics and the
 
 ers, less prestigious but nearer to him, such as
 
 syndromes of degeneration. The elaboration of a
 
 Popper-Lynkeus and Alphonse Daudet. Freud is
 
 new medicine and science of the psyche is poss
 
 doubtless playing the authority of the great names
 
 ible because a whole domain of thought and writ
 
 of culture off against those of the masters of
 
 ing separates science and superstition. But the
 
 become
 
 44
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 in
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 book
 
 of
 
 travel
 
 into
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 and popular
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 of
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 utilitarian alliance between Freud and writers or artist" impossible. The literature to which Freud
 
 implies another: how should we think of Freud's
 
 refers has its own idea of the unconscious, the pathos of thought, and the maladies and medi
 
 Freud as an "analyst of art," but of Freud the
 
 cines of civilization. Pragmatic utilization is no more possible than unconscious continuity. The
 
 formations and their disturbances? The "history of
 
 domain of thought that does not think is not a realm where Freud appears as a solitary explorer in search of companions and allies. It is an already
 
 the succession of works and movements. It is the
 
 occupied territory where one unconscious enters into competition and conflict with another.
 
 making those practices visible and thinkable. In
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