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The argument Peler Biirger makes in Theory of the Avant-Garde turns on the
notion of institutional critique. If dada, surrealism, and the Russian avant-
garde were truly radical, he maintains, this must be understood against the
historical conditions that made that radicalism possible, conditions Biirger
locates in the very autonomy modernism had so painfully won for aesthetic
production. For if this autonomy liberated art, it did so, ironically, only into
the jail of its own institutional incarceration, freeing art from that very field
of social praxis that could supply it with seriousness or purpose. The inde-
pendence which the institution of art now supported and maintained - an
independence from the social field of the patron, the moral one of the re-
ceiver, Lhe objective one of the referent - was the independence of a closed
and self-immured system: it was the very picture of alienation and the very
rootlessness of the commodity condition. The institutional form of this
autonomy consolidated itself during the last decades of the nineteenth
century and the opening ones of the twentieth, By the end of the First World
War this institution with its dealers, its system of exhibitions, its thirst for
artist-authors, its marketing of the new, had emerged as an observable
entity. It was this institution, Biirger insists, that the historical avant-gardes
attacked.!

Now the institution Biirger's argument explicitly addresses is that of the
visual arts: the field of creative production within which commodification
occurs most spectacularly and in relation to which the spatial implications of
‘autonomy’ are materialized through the specific analogues of the gallery, the
studio, the transportable casel painting and the independent exhibition. And
indeed his examples of the avant-garde’s attack on the institutional form of art
are almost all drawn from visual practice: examples such as collage, the ready-
made, the collectively or automatically produced object. But the avant-garde
Biirger is theorizing is not a specifically visual one, for autonomy was sought
carlier and more passionately in poetry than in painting; the techniques of
chance, montage, and readymade are as available to literary as they are to
visual practice; and many of the situations that Biirger ends up wantling to
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discuss, such as Brecht’s theatre, make it clear that his avant-garde is indeed
diffuse, embracing all areas of cultural practice. : i

If, however, autonomy meant something, to the specifically visual practition-
ers of the avant-garde, it had not only an institutional form that determined the
shape and consequences of its practice, but also a cognitive one, locating the
grounds of its particular independence within the very conditions of the field of
apperception. The idea of an autonomous vision - freed from all obligations to
the object, and from all idiosyncratic definitions of the subject - becoming an
abstracted sensory stratum that could be made to appear in and of itself as a
kind of Kantian category, this notion of visuality was a founding conception of
modernist pictorial practice, beginning in Impressionism, developing in Neo-
Impressionism, and maturing in both Fauvism and Cubism. _

It was this visuality, hegemonic throughout modernist practice, that certain
of those artists Birger identifics with the avant-garde did indeed act against in
the period following the First World War. It was this visuality, for instance,
that shaped Marcel Duchamp's distain for the art he called “retinal” and led to
the peculiar practice of a mechanization of the visual to which he gave the
name “precision optics? [t was this visualily that negatively set the terms of
the early work of Giacometti as he sought in the conditions of the labyrinth
and the necropolis an antidote to the weightless lucidity and rationality of
modernist space and, in the guise of Georges Bataille's acéphale, the irrational,
decapitated victim who has no access to modernism’s imperious visual
mastery.? It was this visuality that much of surrealism scorned, installing the
limitless indeterminacy of the fetish in desire’s place of honour as a way of
rebuking the claims of reason always to be able to set before itself clear and
distinct ideas. _

It can be argued that this tide of anti-vision was carried along by technical
devices such as the readymade, or montage or chance to which Burger refers.
But | think these devices were in turn underwritten by the logic of their attack
and the nature of their target, which was not limited to the autonomy of
institutional practice but included the presumed autonomy of the cognitive
field. It is this logic that [ want to examine in what follows.

The icons of modernist visuality present us over and over again with the
erosion of that figure/ground distinction which is fundamental, I would have
thought, to the very possibility of vision: vision occurring precisely in the
dimension of difference, of separation, of bounded objects emerging as apart
from, in opposition to, the ambience or ground within which they appear. But
the logic of these icons is not to deny that these are, indeed, the terms of
seeing objects in space. Rather the logic of the grid. say, or the eolour-field
painting, sets these perceptual terms in relation to something more fundamen-
tal, which it understands as the precondition for the very emergence of the
object to vision, what we could call the structure of the visual field as such. It
is according to this structure, for example, that the spatial grgund or fiekd,
which is given to perception as something that occurs befiind objects, must for
cognitive space be the matrix of an absolute simultaneity; must occur, that is,
fully marked by the perfect synchrony that rules within the cognitive modal-
ity of the visual. Similarly the figure, which perceplion locates in a space
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external to the beholder, must be understood as somethin

EFAZPs in a state of pure immediacy, yielding an experience -.fh:r?lj: tkﬁ:shil;::
:I:Ii-us-ht::lil: It:m- perceptions are seen as there, it is because they are seen by

L my presence to i
i bt ¥ Ptmlnmll‘.m}r OWn representations that secures them,
we imagine the modernist logic beginning with the 0 it
figure and ground that prevails for th;:gerccpﬁiun ::Fnbjac!:sp?n; ugtl::‘:h::i:
for traditional painting, we can understand that it would wani to thi k
structure that was self-evidently derived from this first opposition - and I:h :
obviously operating within the domain of the visual - but a structure lhus
would project as well the way this domain is subsumed by, IEfnnlajn-L::
within, and transparent to, a higher order of immediacy that is cognitive, T
make a map of this set of interoonnections, we could, interestingly enou r-::
pm:luceg schema that would configure itself like the structuralists’ RJ.E
group, with its two axes - the complex and the neutral - being the logi r]|
extensions or expansions of one another, the transformation of an nrlgjg:-:j
binary pair into a quartenary field that both replicates the first binary and
extends its implications (llustration 86).9 If the complex axis is set up as this
original perceplual binary - figure versus ground - the neutral axis, a deriva-
tional rewnting of the firsl, would read not-figure versus not-grourd, It is this
:::ﬂ[I:lllﬂ:l‘l I::: the original terms that then establishes a level of lhersrl‘ruclurc
- HI:L can be seen to reproduce the first apposition, only now, in its reflexive
In the Klein group the axial relations which are t i

duplicated by vertical relations of contradiction, mmﬁﬁhﬂﬁ?ﬁ E;:tl
along whatl 15 called a schematic axis, confronts its own Inversion; but }his
same term is also connected diagonally - along the axes termed deixic — to
that member of the group with which it is implicitly synonymous: figure in
this case reduplicating itself as rob-ground; or ground being deixically restated
as mol-figure (Iustration 87), What becomes clear from this mapping of terms
i H'm!: when the background of perceptual space — with its former status as
reserve or secondariness - is rejected by modernism, in favour of the absolute
simultaneity thal is understood as a precondition of vision, the logic of this
inversion into nol-gronnd invests this term with its deixic character, which is
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that of figure. In this form the not-ground becomes available to the modemnist
painter as the new order of ‘figure’: that is to say, a field or background that
has risen to the surface of the work to become exactly coincident with its
foreground, a field which is thus ingested by the work as figure.

Further, when the figure’s apartness and externality is rejected by
modernism in favour of a kind of unimpeachable immediacy, the condition of
nol-figure that expresses this takes on exactly the deixic character of ground,
ground understood as that which sets all outsides in a necessary relation to an
inside, asserting that if there is presence of something to me, it is because there
is, first of all, self-presence. It is this logic of the not-figure that gives to the
frame of the modernist picture its particular status as that boundary which is
not likened to the natural, or empirical, limits of the perceptual field but is
seen, instead, as the deductive result of the internal conditions of the painting
analogized to a map of total self-containment and lucidity. (This very idea of
the frame as absolute cognitive closure, marker of the conceptually complete,
can of course be generalized to the structural schema itself, as a logic of
operations that is meant to account for, and therchy to frame, its own seli-
containment.)

Now if modernism’s “vision as such’ can be constructed along this neutral
axis of the not-ground in opposition to the mof-figure, it is because in this form it
has become an opposition which maintains the terms of difference even while
emptying out difference itself, so that a certain kind of folding back on one
another occurs, establishing these terms as reflexively redoubled. And because
of this redoubling, the beholder is entered on to this axis twice: first at the
pole of the nol-ground, where the place of the empirical viewer is marked by
the way the empty mirror of the pictorial surface is set up as an analogue to
the retinal surface of the eye opened on to its world; and second, at the
opposite pole. There the nol-figire marks the place of the Viewer as a kind of
impersonal absolute, the point at which vision is entered into the schema both
at a repertory of laws and as a conscious relationship to those laws which is
that of the transcendental ego.

Modernist painting was not only sponsored by the logic of this structure
but it also, as | have indicated, tried to reduplicate the structure’s own
condition as cognitive image at the level of the individual work of art. The
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idea of a spatial scene which, through the painting’s very appearance to its
viewer, opens on (o the preconditions that both must sponsor perception and

to which it must be transparent, held generation after generation of
modernists in thrall.

However, there are other scenes, historical ones, and [ would like to pass to
one of these. Yet, as | hope will become clear, even this scene suggests other
registers In which it might be rewritten, for it is the setting of a peculiar
encounter, one | am tempted to think of as surrealism’s primal scene. André
Breton describes this scene as the sudden appearance of a group of objects
through which surrealism as a whole would understand something of both its
identity and its destiny. The scene took place in early 1921. Breton explains;

In fact Surrealism found what it had been locking for from the first in the
1920 collages by Max Ernst], which introduced an entirely original scheme
of visual structure yet at the same time corresponded exactly to the inten-
tions of Lautréamont and Rimbaud in poetry. | well remember the day
when | first set eyes on them: Tzara, Aragon, Soupault and myself all
happened to be at Picabia’s house at the very moment when these collages
arrived from Cologne, and we were all filled immediately with unparalleled
admiration. The external object had broken with its normal environment,
and its component paris had, so to speak, emancipated themselves from it
in such a way that they were now able to maintain entirely new relation-

ships with other elements, escaping from the principle of reality but retain-
ing all their importance on that plane.®

An ex-=oldier who could not leave Germany legally, Max Emnst was absent
both from this scene and its later replay when his collages were exhibited at
the bookshop Au Sans Paredl, in early May. But the explosiveness of the effect
of these works is easy enough to document. Breton's reaction took the form of
needing to master and recontain their impact; and to this end he went that
summer to the Tyrol to meet Emst before going on to Vienna to pay a visit to
Freud. Bringing with him his volume of Lautréamont, he insisted on reading
the Chants de Maldoror for hours al a time at a disconcerted Ernst in an effort to
reassert his own authority.,

Paul Eluard, who had not been at Picabia's for the unpacking of the
collages, only saw them at the opening of Emst’s exhibition, but his excitment
reached a pilch that was even higher than the others’. "Eluard was the most
affected’, his biographer tells us. ‘He suddenly understood that a brother had
just been given to him.™ Indeed, so strong was Eluard’s experience thal by
the summer's end he did not wait to meet Breton in Vienna as planned, but
hurried to the Tyrol to arrange to visit Ernst in Cologne as soon as the Freud
pilgrimage was over. For him the encounter was to be a very powerful one
indewd. The passion that was instantly set up between Eluard, Emst and Gala
Eluard inscribed itself not only on the bodies of all three but in the work of

both men, and by the following September Ernst was to respond lo an
invitation from Eluard too strong to resist. Leaving Germany, his wife and

son, and travelling on a fake passport to Paris, Ernst was (o join a ménage
with the Eluards that lasted 3 L more years.
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this mecting.
«iraordinary image by Ernst that Eﬂl:limt.:'fnlil-l'ﬂtl:ri s met
ﬁ:ﬁf;:ﬁr?pmm.?nd bearing the dedication a Gala ‘ “. is like the
¢ v of the so-called collages of Ernst’s exhibition in that it is in fact not a
?ﬂ:ﬁﬁn}‘;m an overpainting. That is, instead of emprngth:‘.-h:d;l:r:& Enmﬁngs
i to a waiting, neutral page,
i, it o s commercially printed sheet and, with the aid
work subtractively, by taking a e ¥ . wRh e o
i opagui { various elements of the original lo p
s .:::gn; ::f::gﬂ Th:;m of this sheet, as the matrix or substructure
:F :;at is subsequently scen in the image. whas in E;::l .: :t:;ap:ﬁ rﬁr:h{:.if wﬂ:
i the works at the 3
both Breton and Aragon remarked about the e EN s
-d them. Aragon’s account, written in 1923, niotes 5
Eﬁ;:ﬂ??ls E.'lt-rnent:gahwﬂ all from printed q-r?l-h'll'l[r:.'i; adve_rtis:!negtzs?*
dictionary images, popular images, IILWEFIIIF::_' ml:a#:}- ::::q 1:1]“ 115E1-n5t
yrrealism and Painting’, Breton (looking backl agrees 0
w 5-:-:I:II]:'T!rn::nm the inspiration that Apollinaire sought in catalogues’. But the
term that Breton had originally used for this elrme:thlsht_:‘n t;arﬂ mn‘;arn n:l;*ﬁ:ﬂ-
' ag, in hi - ibition at Au = ;
i rd ‘readymade’ as, in his text for the 1921 exhibi :
::En:::'ﬁ- that ut::.* collages are built on grounds constituted by ‘the md\;nj;ﬁ
images of objects’, adding parenthetically, “las in catalogue figures)’.
nulr.i.E-u:m of the readymade is something to which we will return. ; :
In the case of La Pubertd proche the undm::;l i a ¢umm:'rc;l E ;l;gmp |
i ich de had a red, lying stretched out upon a coutth head
mpmmr 'l:.vu;w- Elhmﬁrg:-'iwui.ng this underlying photograph through 90
:;ngﬁ Ernst suspends the newly pendant figure in the strangely milTaL
v:lwly ether of the gouache which covers the surface of the phntnﬁl'ﬂ_p':lﬂ l;:ﬁz
hardened skin. Upright and headless, the nude now appears from wit nu .
thickened field as having been mn:-muluini‘;m: t:;::*ryl Im?un:;';ilﬁa ;F
ing beco i i of tha L
as having me, (hat is, the object and su A paprid
i being the sex of the mother. _
Oedipal fantasy of both having and . i
inscripti i i s this space, the froth of p
inscription with which Ernst frames e B of v
invoked by the words, ‘la grice tenue de nos pleiades : :  t
:;:::i}r W::rsummuns up the old iconography of the body’s secretions wrniting
the page of the heavens.
1Mﬂ“::i:\r:fpﬂﬂ:1§;d, hﬁﬁhﬂlﬁi. phallic l:k.'u:l}'-ﬂﬁihnuwm_[ w:ll.l'b;ﬂ:i:e[::‘r:e:;h:l:
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and commodified world of modernism, he Archal Loy oy
ks but rather that of childhoad; which is to say, ORe
;E.:;Edcﬁﬁ :n lh;?ife cycle of everyone of us, that we have a history. The
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timeless uniformity which is pressed into our surroundings
: cannot
an;g.r in each uf us that we were once children. The nErhaiu: is thwuiﬁfulﬁ
ound in children's books and in those other types of llustrated material th
speak 1o us from out of the near distant past, a past which ties us through zh;:
childhood we vaguely remember to the world of our parents. The effective.

ness of surrealist images, their ability to prod :
aspire derives, i’l.dl:l-]'nﬂgsa}rm y to produce the shock to which they

partly literally and partly in spirit, from illustrations J

century, with which the parents gl Max Ernst's g;-em-r.atiunm:::ru.:ltlelL I‘:::L:Ir%
One must therefore trace the affinity of surrealistic technique for psycho-
analysis, not to a symbolism of the unconscious, but ta the Mtﬂpr:y to
uncover childhood experiences by blasting them out. What surrealism Ef_-‘rd
to the pictorial rendering of the world of things is what we lost after rhj.Tds
hood: when we were children those illustrations, alread ¥ archaic, musi ha :
jumped out at us, ust as the surrealistic pictures do now. The nLu‘m of tﬁ
montage supplies the subjective momentum, and seeks with unmistakab]
intention ... to produce perceptions as they must have once been. The gi .:
€gR out ol which the monster of the Last judgment can be hntc-];ed ﬂﬂr‘:‘n}r

minute is so big because we were ” irst i
; ki s so small when we for the first time shud-

It is undoubtedly Ernst’s Femme 100 Tétes that Adomno is th
! n : 1 : % thumbing as
;r::_-_-i thm_l:mes, savouring this upsurge of the archaic in its mnmntEmHul::
ok ineteenth-century source material: the line engravings of pages from the
4 &Eﬁm Pittoresque, the kitsch classicism of illustrations from The Age of Fable
g rﬂiir:l.r af Mythology, the explanatory diagrams of Physique Populaire, the
ne-culs of La Nature's presentation of the miraculous world of u‘i:zm:t.-
staged either in the parlour experiments of its feature “La science amusante’

or in the laboratori i iCi j
s ratories of late nincteenth-century medicine, or engineering, or

When the package of Ernst’s collages was unwrapped i i
Ficabia, Breton maliciously reported, was sick nrith!:f:vy.:-’ﬂ:;:gtgmn::fn:;
El of lthe:ae objects, in their somewhat frail whimsy, their rather fragile dada
% }Tr:lt}rl :ﬁmsmhzﬁlm uu::ersland ll:;is intensity. For the overpaintings, the
them on the pages of a catalogue of igh-
school teaching aids,'" often deploy their add;ds gnuacﬁﬂﬁmrﬂ::j::f I::::
project a shallow, stage-like space within which the images of beakers and
retorts and cathode tubes can then be elaborated into the kind of mechano-
morphic personages that Picabia himself had for some years perfected. The
;::r;;:n:ﬁ:ully-prfduﬁ lall:d Ithus self-evidently readymade) object abounds

5 Work as the vehicle of portraiture, as in his Iei, c'est ic Stieglitz

I'Jia,e 1:2:151:1_19 medium of a dada-based derision, as in Infant Carborator Efgrfi-}.u[
P ’ in of these images go far beyond Picabia’s notion of a mechanical
nﬁ.a" ., with A prescience that is amazing for 1920, scem to set up a
Em_ igm for an idea of mechanical sering: a notion of an automalist mobor
mrnmp; over within the very field of the visual. This idea, which operates at
centre of surrealism’s critique of modernism, contests the schema of visual
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self-evidence and reflexive immediacy, substituting for this a model based
instead on the conditions of the readymade; these conditions produce an
altogether different kind of scene from that of modernism'’s,

The model Emst constructs is indeed, structured as a scene contained
within a proscenium frame in a way that is like the cognitive image provided
by the modernists’ Klein Group. But it is there thal the comparisan with a
modemnist visual model stops. Found most clearly in an overpainting called
The Master's Bedroem (with an inscription in both French and German that
adds, ‘It's worth spending a night there’), this paradigm generates a scene that
is concerted to turn our very conception of space inside-out, thereby picturing
automatism’s relation to the visual not as a strange conflation of objects, and
thus the creation of new images, but as a function of the structure of vision
and its ceaseless return to the already-known,

Like its fellow-overpaintings, gouache is used in this work to cover over
those parts of the underlying sheet that are to be suppressed and at the same
time to project a new space in which the remaining objects = in this case
animals and a few pieces of furniture = will take their places. As in the other
cases also the quality of the gouache is somewhat skin-like, as though a film
had congealed over the surface of the image. Unlike most of the athers,
however, the space projected by this surface is insistantly deep, organized
indeed as a full-blown perspective. The objects assembled there are not the
bizarre hybrids of the other collages, but the unexceptional depictions of
whale, bear, sheep, snake, bed, table, chest, and so on, the elements left in
reserve from a Lehrmittel sheet on which row upon row of such animals and
objects originally displayed themselves within the abstracted and grid-like
circumstances of what we could call the space of inventory. From the
diagrammatic, wooden nature of the poses, from the juxaposition of the
elements in rows, from their obliviousness to the demands of perspective
diminution that would require the distant animals to be smaller than the near
ones, and from the occasional bleed of the underlying parts of the inventory
through the gouache skin, the flattened grid of the supporting sheet remains
apparent across the newly wrought terms of the perspective. And it is this
appearance that was, | believe, decisive for the surrealists” original experience
of the image as revelatory because what is projected here is a visual field that
is not a latency, an ever-renewed upsurge of the pure potentiality of the
external, but instead a field that is already filled, already = to say the word -
readymade.

The painter's blank canvas, the draftsman’s white sheet, even if already
organized by the lattice through which perspective will map the coordinates
of external space, is nonetheless the index of a kind of fundamental blankness
which is that of the visual field itself understood as a field of projection. It
stands, that is, for what we assume to be the nature of vision's sponlancous
opening on o the external world as a kind of limitless beyond, an ever-
retreating horizon, a reserve assumed from the outset but never filled-in in
advance. If, in traditional perspective, vanishing-point and viewing-point,

horizon line and canvas surface, finally mirror one another in a complicitous
reversibility, this is because they represent two funds of pure potentiality, two
locations of the always-ever never-yet-filled: on the ane hand, the horizon that
vision probes and, on the other, the welling-up of the glance.
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That the ground of The Master's Bedroom is no
already filled, o that the gaze is experienced as I:e:;nag E:ft::rg:lns“ftr:n:?;:“m
:If-i:r,l:lﬂt;:': J::u.-v.'aaq:-!::lua::ti1|--4;-_I Eg,mh!‘]!:l:lqm is not felt as a transparency opening ;.:::
world but as a skin, -like, dense, and strangely separable
m it fixates: these features present us with a visual :m::-:lln;tlﬂ whichf!:: :.:f
¢ same time the complete reversal of traditional perspective and
Iut:{l mll.;:-!.[ of its modernist alternative, g
ow if, in trying to characterize the visual model
one is reminded of the particular apparatus that ;nhia.l:::ﬂlﬁhr?rf:dhmr
about which he wrote in his ‘Note on the Mystic Writing Pad’, it is e
course to enter into anything like a game of sources. It is mthwibecaunmﬂ:.[
model of the Winderblock (magic slate) helps to analyse the peculiar la % 'np
of experience that is pul in place. The top sheet of the little device - rﬁ.:: E
that registers the impressions etehed u pon il - is in Freud's model Initlﬂﬁnum
o I.h-r.' 53.r:|:_rm h_t.- c.l1ll.-a Pept.-Cs.,, that is, the part of the mental apparatus |:|'I.|'|.:
!‘I!'Enil'l.l'-l:'!i stimuli (either from the outside world or from within the OTgEaAnism
]I.L"d! £} as a sel of impressions which are not, however, permanent within this
ayer of the system. In the Wunderblock this top sheet holds the visible mark
only as long as it is in contact with an underlying slab of wax to which j
éﬂ:ﬂ]:uhran]y sticks under the pressure of the stylus; once the two surfaces arv
; ;E::l:g }Em? u‘;';ta :_m::i';:é I]iue nmﬂr:lm ;a.nisE and the Wunderblock presents
. . - clean. But ¢ they are no | ‘ai :
view, the lines that have been pressed on t:q:ig are in}'!'ai:l miﬁﬁ&;:ﬁlﬁizg
support, forming within it a permanent network of traces. And this Freud
analogizes 1o the mental operations of memory and thus to that rt of his
topological model given over to the Unconscious, o
: I.n E:;r !;-!.q:irrr 5 Bedroom the Wumderblock’s waxen slab finds its analogue in
he underlying sheet of the Lehrmittel page, in its inventory-like concatena-
tion of ub_jecu. the stored-up contents of unconscious memory;: while the
Apparatus’s top sheet appears as the perspectival covering of the ouache
overpainting, the skin-like materiality of which seems to be an ind:?x of the
:.-a}' hlhts receplor surface is detachable from s ground. This implication of
etachment and reattachment relates to a further point Freud makes about the
structure of thEIWHHHﬂH:lEk and its capacity to model the very nature of
sensory stimulation, which he describes as pulsatile or periodic in nature, ‘the
I'Ju-_kmlng-up and passing-away of consciousness in the process of perce i
P‘Iw I!Jerr or pulse, this connection and disconnection within the pur:epluni
eld, is based on F{-L-ud‘:a theory ‘that cathectic innervations are sent out and
wlllh-_l.lratlun in rapid periodic impulses from within into the com pletel
pervious’ perceptual system. ‘It is as though’, Freud writes, “the u:ncumdnu::
stretches out feelers, through the medium of the sytem Pept.-Cs., towards the
::Eﬁi:f:j;“d hFHIU}- _w:illthdlmt;s them as soon as they have sampled the
oming from it""? In The Master's Bedroom it i i
pulsatile motion is illustrated (indeed the scene's peculiar ﬁllirlj;:-s:?: ;:::kti:m
feature of the collage); rather, it is the sense of the Eap. the detachment lhg
sp:llt which rEuIl.ﬁ from the pulse, that is rendered, ‘ e
lawever, the pulse, the stillness, the visual appara i ithi '
spectacle itself as a detachable covering, and {E::- mlﬁnﬁsmtﬁc ::fm‘: Il'l:g“:.lrlr'-:lt
forth as originating in optical space only because they are readymade: all of
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these elements are structural features of the scene arlnund which The Master's
fitronm is obviously organized and through which it was able to speak with
the kind of power it did to Breton, Eluard and Aragon in 1921. Ernst may have
claimed this bedroom as his own, but he could have done so only through an
obvious identification with Freud’s patient, the Woll Man, and thus h:y
evoking the famous dream of the wolves and behind “"t.m the Walf !:.'Ian ]
rimal =cene. All of it is there, indeed: the absolute immobility of H]H animals;
the window opposite the bed; the raising of a curtain on the scene in the form
of the window opening by itsell which is the dream’s figure for the onset of
vision in the opening of the child's eyes; and undgmmth it all the element of
repetition, the anxiety brought on by the uncanniness of the experience, by
the fact of an already-there that is returning, returning in the form of an object
which can only represent loss, an object whose identity resides precisely in
she fact that it is lost. As a screen for the primal scene the dream allows thal
first uncanniness — the castration misperceived across the plane of the parents’
coitus - to reappear, and it does so in the upsurge of a new uncanninéss, in
which the lost object is summoned forth through the first of that long series of
substitutions - woll, butterfly, cut finger - thal repeat the mark of the lost
object not as found again, but as recurring through the very condition of

ab=ence.

I= it historicall ible, we might ask, to load this little object, made by Ernst
in 1920, with :ul::uﬁ: freight ufEf:-s;.rchuanalyl[f ideas, and specifically with a
connection to this precise case history? Perhaps at this point a digression into
a certain kind of ari-historical detail might be appropriate. _

That Ernst identified with the Wolf Man in various of his works is easy
enough to document. The 1923 painting Sowvenir de Dieu, which the artist
himself described as depicting his father in the form of a kind of omnipotent
god-head, projects him there, indeed, in the guise of a wolf."* And beginning
in 1927 Ernst was to publish in La Revelution Surréaliste the first version of a
story he was frequently to repeat throughout his life, in which through the
agency of a screen memory of his father performing obscene motions in front
of a wooden panel, Ernst was to place himself at the observation post of his
very own primal scene, ending the m:mun:*wir.h a coy referénce to his father's
conduct on the occasion of his conception.

However, Emst’s relation to the em?:mrpus of Freud's texts is extremely
striking, Everywhere one turns it becomes clear that the artist, who had beena
psychology student at the university of Bonn and through this an avid reader
of Freud, mined the major works of psychoanalysis for material for his art.
Whether we look at the overtness of the 1921 picture Oedipus Rex or the more
covert reference made by the 1920 Dada in Usim Delphini to Freud's announce-
ment in his Introductory Lectures that he would not n:llt-r to the genitalia in
wsum delphini (that is, in the manner of speaking to children) hut_ call them
instead by their names,'® or if we regard the staging of the trapping-of-the-
lizard scene from Delusion and Drsamt that Ernst painted as a monument to his
love for Gala,'® we find evidence of the range and precision of Emst’s knowl-

edge of the psychoanalytic literature, and more instances of this can be cited:

from the Schreber case, from Dora, from the phobia of Little Hans.
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The most specific and far-reaching example of this identification with
Freud's case histories, however, was Ernst's projection of himself into the
Leonardo story, At a somewhat superficial level we find this in the 1925
picture The Virgin Chastising the Infainl Jesus before Three Wilnesses (AB., P.E.
and the Artist), in which the shadow of a bird formed in the profile of the innu-
merable doves Ernst was to paint in the late 19205 is cast onto the garments of
the Virgin in a miming of the Oskar Pfister diagram of the hidden vulture in
The Virgin and Saint Anne, published in the 1919 edition of Freud's Leonardo
essay.'” Al a kind of eagerly assumed totemic level it operates more generally
in Ernst’s assumption of Loplop, ‘Bird-Superior’, as his own aller-ego, identi-
fying this creature, Uhe subject of innumerable pictures, as ‘my private
phantom, attached to my person’.'® At another, iconographic level, it controls
Emnst’s relation to the realm of natural history, whether in the carly collages or
in the cycle of frottrge drawings which assimilate themselves to the character
of Leonardo’s sketchbook projects in both facture and scope. But at the level
that interests us here, Emst’s connection to the Leonardo case turns on the
very function of screen memory as the central element of Freud's analysis:
screen memory, that is, nol as a generator of content but as a condition of
structuration, for it is not the bird itsell but the bird as fundamental absence
that plays so important a role in the structure Freud will put in place.
Leonardo’s reference to the recollection he had of a bird’s having visited
him in his cradle and having beaten its tail between his lips is interpreted by
Freud as a screen on to which is projected in disguised form the remembered
temanants of the infantile arousal caused by an overaffectionate mother. That
it should be a bird that is produced as the perceptual content of this memory
Freud explains in a way that is parallel to the Woll Man's wolf, or indeed the
various objects presented in the sereen memories of so many of his patients,
These elements are provided to the subject readymade, Freud states; they are
what the child picks up from the scraps of conversation around him, from
images he happens lo see in books, from the behaviour of animals both seen
and recounted. They are the data uncovered in the research the child’s own
sexual curiosity is constantly driving him to perform and, once discoverd,
retrojected on to the formless past in the guise of ‘memory’. They are the
completely factitious referents that come, after the fact, lo attach themselves to
the floating signifiers of what Freud had come to think of as not the primal
scene, but the primal fantasy. In Freud's reconstruction of Leonardo's case,
the bird derives from an old wives’ tale, the mother’s repeated story of an
omen of her child’s future greatness, and it is then reinforoed as the specific
memory object, Freud hypothesizes, by the information that vultures have no
mates and are instead inseminated by the wind."” The screen memary is, then,
an apparatus by means of which vision is retrojected, projected after-the-fact
on to the fully saturated ground of the readymade.

The Leonardesque sereen has long been understood as playing a central role
in Emnst’s subsequent practice. However, it is not a memory screen — or more
precisely, a screen memory - that has been seen as at issue in this develop-
ment, but rather a projective screen — Leonardo’s famous spolted wall -
conceived as the setting for a free play of imagination, the screen itself
interpreted as a latency that permits the welling up of associations within the
creative process, In his treatise, Beyomd Painting, Ernst quotes at length
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remember upon waking, the one that gathers the chaos of the dream
representations together, creating the relative coherence of a narrative, This
facade, Freud says, is a readymade, a narrative lying in wait to be affived 1o
the dream material, its readymade condition ma king its attachment possible
in the very split-second of waking. Offering many examples of the way this
works, Freud asks of one of them, ‘Is it so highly improbable that [this] dream
represents a phantasy which had been stored up ready-made in [the
dreamer’s] memory for many years and which was aroused — or | would
rather say “alluded to” = at the moment at which he became aware of the
stimulus which woke him?"® Secondary revision, however, is not the affixing
of just any prefabricated plot-line to the surface of the dream. The relation
between the narrative facade that secondary revision erects and the desire that
functions at the dream’s core is that these two in fact mirror one another. And
further, that inner kernel is itself ready-made, a function of daydreams elabor-
ated in infancy or puberty which ‘form within the nexus of the dream
thoughts”.* And as we know, in that infinite regress in which the referent is
constantly displaced from its supposed causal connection to the fantasy’s
origin, those daydreams will also be described by Freud as readymade for the
subject, lying in wait for him in the scraps he picks up from his parents and
grandparents, the legends the family tells about itself and him, its favourite
sayings, the myths about itself that it weaves out of the prefabricated material
of social chit-chat and cultural aspirations; the romances, in short, which he
takes from others and assumes as his own.®

Now, if the daydreamer is able to produce these second-hand scraps of

excitement as his own, if they appear to him on the screen of his memory as
his personal experience, this is due to that particular structure of visual
perception that Lacan has termed the ‘belong fo me aspect of representations’
It is this phenomenological experience of something’s being both outside
himself and ks that turns this bric-i-brac into the deictic markers of the
subject’s own being, the evidenciary signposts that appear to him the indices
of his own history, his own identity, the touchstones of his most intimate
connections to the real; which is all the more astonishing in that the ready-
mades he will come to identify as "his” are the markers erected after the fact to
commemaorate an event that never happened, an encounter whose traumatic
effect on him arises from the very fact that he missed it. The sexuality of the
child, Freud says, will always be traumatic, because it will always be a missed
encounter; one for which he was always either too early, or too late”

The traumatic event, the missed encounter (what Lacan comes to call the
tuché, and sometimes the dustuchia), produces not excitement but loss, or
rather excitement as loss, as a self-mutilation, as something fallen from the
body.* The repetition automatism set in motion by this trauma will work
thereafter to restore that unknown and unknowable thing, attempting to find
it that is, on the other side of the gap the trauma opened up in the field of the
mizsed encounter. The structure of lﬁe trauma, then, is nol just that it initiates
a compulsion to repeat, but that it institutes the gap of the trauma itself - the
missed encounter - as the always-already occupied meaning of that opening
on to a spatial beyond that we think of as the determining character of vision.
For it is from the other side of the perceptual divide that the signifier will
come, the object capable of standing for what the subject has lost. It is this
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ing hi i rnidless series
tact that the child sets out to find, supplying himself with an e
:ﬁmri:&lm that present themselves to him, in the world beyond the gap.

eservoir or inventory of this series of sland-ins Lacan gives the
H;Ejelﬁl:mmlm to indicate the quality of uncanniness that surrounds the
finding of each of these objects, the sense not only of anxiety the Eﬂl:::ﬂl.lﬂt'l!l
produces but also its aura of happenstance, an encounter one ua;‘ Eﬂt
prepared for, a meeting that always, one insists, takes place by chance: t
the term automaton also underscores the 'me:lecrr.'{bﬂu}r and order that rll.lll'.'.'.i
ihis series, that creates the logic of the subshitutions which will take P ﬁ
among it.¥ The automaton inaugurated on the site of that gap of the mi: .
encounter will both mark that spot and attempt to fill it, to produce from its
grab-bag of readymades the stop-gaps presumed by the subject to be made to
the measure of his own desire.

] i i ; "Tuché and Automaton’
In the question period following Lacan’s session on |
he is a?ked whyﬁn describing the formation of intelligence up lo the age of
three or four, he seems to have abandoned the notion ol dt.-wllﬂpnmnhl stages
_ first oral, then anal, then Oedipal - and to have organized everything
around the fear of castration. Lacan’s answer is:

i tages of
_ of castration is like a thread that perforates all the stag
E:rn:-ll:;:nent. It orientates the relations that are anterior to its actual ﬂmmlt'-
ance - weaning, toilet training, etc. It crystallizes each of these m'?m"ls.l;
a dialetic that has as its center a bad encounter. 1f the stages arc mmmslﬂn;al
in accordance with their possible registration in terms of bad encounters.

Hlier seminar on the notion of ‘object relations’ as viewed from
wllt:ianﬂ:tlj;r::;;.ilan structure, he had spoken of the castrative status of weaning.
‘What happens’, he asks, ot .

mother no longer responds to the sollicitation [sic gsire, w
:I;chtsl.;nndn amrdinﬁﬂ heﬁwn will? She becomes real, she ht-cn;nke;
powerful. All at once access to objects is modified: until then ubjf'v.'_l!-tw i
were pure and simply objects of satisfaction, are now transformed 1.-.1 i gls_fg
coming from this source of power. We witness, in short, a mwr.se;
position, From being symbalic the maother becomes real, and objects from
being real, become symbolic.* .

trv 1o graph this relation (Illustration 88, we might start by
::hl[:rrcfe:ﬂm:q; ?heryp-rinf.ni Eppcar.mm of the object within the infant subject’s
perceptual field as the advent of something that separates itself -:m.llt ﬁ':!n a
hitherto undifferentiated ground to become distinct as figure. Tha E ject,
which is the mother's breast — and by extension the mother - becomes a guhr:,
of course, by dint of its withdrawal from the field of the infant, by virtue, i r;
af setting him up no longer as the amorphous and all-i:ndus.wt :-u_l:p:lh:;
catisfaction but now as the subject of frustration and 1u-r:glmg: the subject ¢ ~ t
is. of desire. The very moment which produces the visibility of the ub};cll
brackets it, then, as an object submitted to the terms of absence. As such t
“figure’ is conditioned by its own contradiction, which is that of nlm-ﬁgu:;
But the figure, as image, 15 also mirrored back to the infant perceiver, w
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understands it as the representation of not just any object, but of that object
which is uniquely his, which was invented for his satisfaction and pleasure,
which in being his marks him as a unique being, and in this character of
‘belonging to him’ reproduces itself deixically as part of his own identity, the
‘not-ground” of his self-differentiation as ego. Rewritten in this way, the
appearance of the object as the psychoanalytically construed function of
separation begins 10 suggest a schema with which we are familiar.

The Klein Group, on to which modernism’s structure of vision can be
mapped, is also the support for Lacan’s L-Schema (Illustration 89). That
schema, as we know, sets the subject of the unconscious in contrast to its
objects, which Lacan terms obyjets petit a {or objects of desire), From that initial
contrast two derivations then occur, as the slyets petit @ are first doubled a
the mirroring relationship of the deixic axis to structure the field of the
subject’s ego and then are configured in terms of that absence that projects
them into the unconscious field, also to be termed the Symbolic and the locus
of the Other.

Now, although the L-Schema derives from the Klein Group and thus shares

with other extrapolations from"it — like the modernist visual structure we
explored before - that feature of cognitive immediacy and synchrony that is
the privileged domain of structure, this schema is used by Lacan to configure
something quite different as well. For one thing. the schema challenges the
very fransparency set up by the structuralist diagram itself, for it is a map of
the conditions of opacity that rule in the midst of a SECTing transparency,
operating from within the centre of that very transparency both lo make it
available as the terms of vision but also to mark it simultaneously as
‘misrecognition’. For another, the schema s meant to contest the idea of the
structure as cognitive mastery, given through the table’s diagramatic stasis or
a-temporality. As a generator or producer of effects, the schema is constructed
as a circuit rather than a table, a circuit set in motion by the trauma’s produc-
tion of the compulsion to repeat. Thus it is only that sequentiality and time
taken up into the heart of the system that gives it its character as homeostatic
and its Appearance as a-temporal.

Modilying the LiSchema o serve e toe 2ot " roduce the following
S tn:&;;m:ﬁlm%{-:tﬂ;:::, :-utzrt;ﬂhulnd by separation, is deixically
ﬁlruth:.?.;; as nof-ground: as those parts of the subject’s own b?:!}- 1;““':]:
TTHE& with the external object. But since that external objec t-nﬁ}e;t_r.
:‘.’hergu;_-,h its very condition as retreating or ﬂpnra:i:g,. LI;;: f;:l i
belonging to the subject are similarly parts Jost to I].-r.- Tthr: {1“- o i
reason wrilten along the axis of castration. At the pole a :1. i
axis, the pole of the nol-figure, the inventory of all those aubﬁ-til.:f :..;-h s
obj ct pile up in a potentially endless series. The appearance g

iy it rises from behind the barrier of the rnissed encounter, o o
ﬁﬁﬁl‘:iﬁrli unconscious and into that of perception, will strike the subject
surprise, and will seem to him the resull of chance.

f this demonstration.
> ings | to have shown by means o
}-hhﬂE a?mulﬁ:h%h:tpﬁing nature of the two objects by IEm.-iul that have
ﬁ:mt i.:-mdﬁ as its core: The Master's Bedroom and La puberte procie. b of
second is the relationship between what we could call the g‘mp-d i
E:r;'li.ﬁm with its insistence on simultaneity and hnmpnm::l Illw
m omitant resistance to time and happenstance), and ll-mhI i
“.’"':aj automaton, The relationship | have in mind is not that they a . ;E}mthny
5o o another, but that (as the Lacanian L-5chema already 51.135““5 il
e to ane another; and the nature of this mapping is that the se ond s the
Eﬂ:::ed of the first. The transparency of modemism’s :I:Sh::nz 5 ol
HP ' of this convoluted structure, just as, for Lnrrj'm, ¢ ﬁ_ﬂfﬁ* i
emecl_n cness to itself that is the ‘subjectivity effect’ is indeed an :" I o
mlaltl::'Lul‘u the unconscious. Seriality, repetition, the automaton: hise
ressed isuality. :
e A eugdigens tion here, but it is that the
i i nbemnwrell'mnnsugﬁu X
T:Er::].::;:l }:;lﬂ; EI:'I.-‘.II'kE]-' of the site of serial production, :“md:mm:; 11;:
:Eﬂ :mchnd in relation to the repetitive mechanisms of consciou

i de. It is
unconscious, which is 1o say we need a psychoanalytic of the readymade

i i litical economy, and
not enough to use it as a tool of analysis within the poli

ddress it solely in terms of commodity fetishism; neither is it satisfactory to
i =
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limit its discussion to its attack on the institutional closure of the aesthetic
economy of the precious, artistically intended, object. We have to bring the
reacdlymade closer to the site of its real power to scandalize. And that site is
"the master’s bedroom’,
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