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ABSTRACT

Anne Martin
Automatism and Art Practice

The research project is to develop an understanding of the use of automatism in the practice of
art derived from an interrelationship between the material process of art and critical text. As
these practices converge in their vocabularies of the psychic and the somatic, they formulate a
discourse of interpretation.

The crtical textual inquiry has identified an expanded language of interpretation for
automatism within the vocabularies of three particular areas of investigation in, 1.
Psychoanalysis, 2. Phenomenology and certain currents of thought in Existentialism, and in 3.
The theory and criticism of art.

I have laid down an account of the field of research and my reading of it through six
constituent writers: Freud, Ehrenzweig, Merleau-Ponty, Breton, Bataille and Rosenberg,
determined from the artist-practitioner’s perspective to be central contributors to an
understanding of automatism. Four key terms have recurred in the material which I have
identified in the research process as phenomena of automatist art practice; trauma, repetition,
excess and gesture. As thinking continues in a contextualisation of art and critical theory they
have provided further links to the theoretical language of current psychoanalysis and criticism
by writers including: Agamben, Barthes, Foster, Krauss, Lacan and Lyotard.

The focus of the practical inquiry rests upon an exploration of the communion between the
unconscious mind and the body in automatism, derived from a studio practice with emphasis
on a modelling and casting process. It 1s developed through the four key terms used as bridges
in a critical exchange between the material practice and textual theory including original
automatic writing. The theorising function of the art practice has been to initiate the four
phases of the process of automatism as phenomena to be re-theorised through the four key
terms as they are exemplified by a reflexive studio practice of automatist methodology in
action. The body of art presented for examination selects works in series completed from 1996
— 2006, in the following materials: bronze, paint, plaster, laser print and wax.
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INTRODUCTION

Automatism has been under-explained. The aim of this inquiry is to reappraise its function in
making art, through a textual study of contemporary criticism and theory, and personal studio
practice which focuses on automatism with special emphasis on the direct and indirect

transmission of energy in a modelling and casting process.

The research project develops an understanding of the use of automatism derived from its
function within the material process in the creative practice of art and from the critical theory
and discourse in the text. Thinking and feeling in the practice reflect the convergence of a

mind and body relation as the psychic and the somatic become unified at a more fundamental

level of subjective being.

The investigation has developed out of questions, arising from my own expanded practice,
about the apparent dichotomy between the conscious and the unconscious mind. In a process
of spatial evolution, from the two dimensional surface of painting into the substance of

sculpture, the investigation has shown that the position of automatism has not been sufficiently

explored from a material basis in art.

Within the field of research the emphases have been placed on what is important to me in my
mode of knowing as artist-producer. The project was based upon the cumulative experience of
practical work that I have previously undertaken, such as painting (tachism) and construction
(assemblage and installation), which I have drawn on for this inquiry. The thesis position
which has been formed by the nature of the practice in its transition from painting to sculpture,
is that the artefactual outcome is to be regarded as ‘that which has been made through the

function of automatism’. Specific theoretical research into painting, whilst attached to the
12



University of Aix/Marseilles 1n 1960, included discussion with André¢ Masson on automatism

and Abstract Expressionism.

The role of practice is central to the research because the subject of the investigation is the
practice of art. The desire which generates the practice also generates the necessity to reflect
on practice. Because post-modern art is pluralistic (in its many different approaches) and
excessive as 1t constantly transgresses its own parameters, it demands a reconsideration of the
studio/philosophical position of automatism. A need for reassessment is under-lined by an
acknowledgement (tacit or otherwise) of the psychic and somatic function of automatism
which pervades the polymorphic character of the visual arts at the beginning of the twenty-

first century.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Automatism was initially defined in this research as the surrealist technique which sought to
eliminate conscious control from the creative process. Sigmund Freud’s tool of ‘free
association’, of saying whatever comes into the mind in order to reveal unconscious
conflictual forces, became an instrument of analysis which influenced Andre Breton in his
methodology for creative practice in writing. It was a method later adapted (1924) for visual
practice by members of the surrealist group he had founded such as Max Emst and André
Masson. Breton’s technique of ‘psychic automatism’ was appropriated by abstract
expressionism in order to gain access to the unconscious mind as a creative force. The
significance of a use of automatism in what became known as ‘action painting’, lies not only
in the imaginative dimension of access to the unconscious processes of the mind, but, by
suspending conscious thought during the process of making, the body’s own knowledge of the

physical world can be experienced and expressed by artists. The primary process of the
13



unconscious mind can be seen as an instrument of precision for the creative scanning of
undifferentiated material and also as being capable of exerting what Freud has called ‘an

influence of intense plastic power’ on somatic processes. *

The research asks how we could speak of automatism and in what language we could do so.
What are the vocabularies which will enable us to think of automatism now? Which would be
the most useful and available discourses of conceptual theory and the most relevant processes
in the material practice of art from which to form a current voice of interpretation for
automatism? The theoretical inquiry has explored the location of a discursive textual language
for automatism within the vocabularies of three particular areas of investigation.

1. Psychoanalysis.

2. Phenomenology and certain currents of thought in Existentialism.

3. The theory and criticism of art.

I have laid down a field of constituent writers whom I have perceived to be important
theoretical contributors to an understanding of the function of automatism. They form the
basis of my theoretical inquiry. The materials I have worked on are the following: I have taken
a particular figure and considered what they have said and inquired into their major strategies
as they appear relevant to automatism. Sometimes I have contrasted two people’s ideas. I have
written in an expository way about what they have said and done with regard to the
unconscious mind and the sensing body and to automatism’s relation to major movements in
art. The six studies form a constituency for automatism in three areas I have found necessary
to investigate by virtue of certain aspects of my practice. Within the field I include in, 1. on

the unconscious mind: Sigmund Freud and Anton Ehrenzweig; in, 2. on the body and the

! Freud, Sigmund., On Metapsychology ‘The Unconscious’ (Penguin Books, London, 1991) p.

191.
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senses: Maurice Merleau-Ponty and in, 3. on the theory and criticism of art: on automatism’s
crucial role as it is posited 1n two major art movements, that is in Surrealism (André Breton

and the other approach of Georges Bataille) and in Abstract Expressionism (Harold

Rosenberg).

What can be read as a form of conceptual tracking in the six preliminary textual studies can
also be seen to have provided a number of keys or hooks with which to pull out and examine
turther 1deas 1n the theoretical work of others who may not have been previously considered in
this context. The writers who include, Giorgio Agamben, Roland Barthes, Hal Foster,
Rosalind Krauss, Jacques Lacan, and Jean-Frangois Lyotard, flag up a network of indicaters
towards new positions on automatism as thinking continues. In this speculative field of
appraisal I have included some of the arguments of the new names but only where their
contribution can be deduced to contribute further to an understanding of automatism in

relation to key terms which have arisen in the inquiry.

These key terms, ‘trauma’, repetition’, ‘excess’ and ‘gesture’, have emerged from both the
action of the material practice and in the text as uncertainties within the research process. I am
using those uncertainties as bridges between the concrete and the textual to move towards an
integrated exposition for automatism. They are defined in the research process as phenomena
which represent or exemplify psychic and somatic states or conditions through four sequential
phases of the automatic process. As phenomena they are subjectively variable and therefore

‘uncertain’ which makes them adaptable as bridges between the textual and the practical.

15



METHOD OF INQUIRY INTO AUTOMATISM AND ART PRACTICE

The four key terms make their appearance as they recur in my account of the six constituent
writers. The experience of practice has opened up an awareness of the potential in these terms
for revealing the inherent nature of an automatist process. In the contextualisation of the
practice in Chapter Two, they are used as titles for sections of writing in the sequential order
of the psychic and somatic phases being performed in the automatist process. The four terms
are not mutually exclusive as each may contain an element of the others. I have also taken
them to use as bridges between the art practice and the critical text. In the third and final
chapter I narrate a journey through the studio work, where the production exemplifies the

terms as they are re-interpreted through the function of automatism in the research process.

I have identified trauma, repetition, excess and gesture as phenomena that occur in the art
practice. I will demonstrate through the research process how these phenomena may recur in
the psychic and somatic functions of automatism in practice, as conditions and states of being.
It must also be made clear that the specificity of language of practice is one which is
irreducible. Because it is irreducible it is not descriptive. In this particular case, with regard to
the four terms of interpretation in the material practice it is not about ‘trauma’ but it is trauma,
it is repetition, it is excess and it is gesture. They are to be understood 1n the current work as
component parts in sequence of four stages in the function of automatism as a methodology
for the creative production of art. It is because of the irreducibility of the affective language of
practice that I shall invade academic procedures to employ the additional use of small amounts
of automatic writing in Chapter Two and Chapter Three for some of the text in a parallel

creative process, to provide insights of an experiential kind into the material process.
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THESIS PLAN

The overall form of the thesis writing 1s of three main components: laying down a field of
research, a contextualisation of practice and a description of the practical work. The

components differ in length. There is a somewhat different strategy for each section.

1. The first section of the thesis, Chapter One, is the longest. It is an analysis in six parts of
the ideas and strategies of the six constituent writers chosen for their contribution

towards an understanding of the function of automatism in fine art practice.

2. Chapter Two, the second section is a set of writings concerning my particular
conception of the automatic in practice as I see it. It demonstrates through the four
terms, trauma, repetition, excess and gesture, and what my contribution to an
understanding of automatism is which has not been addressed elsewhere — in writing
from the perspective of a practitioner and through the production of a reflexive studio
practice. In a contextualisation of the practice I have identified some new names first,
of writers who add to an understanding of the four terms and then made my argument.
This has included writing in a discursive style and the additional use of extracts quoted
ahead from my automatist writing (which is original), in Chapter Three. The inclusion
is to check the conceptual validity of the subjects by bringing the material practice

further into the process of contextualisation.

3. The final section, Chapter Three, is a description of studio experiments. It refers to the
previous experience of installation, followed by an account of testing the uses of a
process of automatism for modelling and hot metal casting in five series of bronze and

in the final clay sculptures lost and saved in another medium through transposition into
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laser-printed panels. It takes the narrative form of a journey through the studio work.
Although there is reference to conceptual theory innovated by the writers in the areas
of psychoanalysis, phenomenology and art theory and criticism it is primarily a
descriptive account of the works and their production in relation to the automatic
process 1n action. Additional automatist writing is included, using a comparable
methodology, to provide an experiential insight into the process of automatism in the

production of art.
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CHAPTER ONE:
A CONSTITUENCY FOR AUTOMATISM

INTRODUCTION

This chapter mtroduces six writers (in sections I - VI), whom I have perceived through
practice to be important theoretical contributors to an understanding of the function of

automatism. They form the basis of my textual inquiry.

The theoretical inquiry has explored the location of a discursive language for automatism
within the vocabularies of three particular areas of investigation: Psychoanalysis,
Phenomenology and certain currents of thought in Existentialism, and the theory and criticism

of art.

The materials I have worked on are the following. I have taken a particular figure and written
in an expository way about what they have said and inquired into their major strategies as they
appear relevant to automatism. Sometimes I have contrasted the ideas of the constituent
writers. I have considered them in order to form a constituency for ‘automatism’ located
within the vocabularies of the three particular areas of investigation within the field of inquiry.
In the case of my first writer Sigmund Freud, although the most obvious connection with
automatism lies within the methodology of the technique of ‘free-association’ (through
suspended conscious thought), a deeper level of explanation is implicit throughout the theory
of Freud’s psychoanalytic practice, of which I have quoted certain parts uncritically and quite
extensively. It is an explanation concerned with important aspects of automatism. The
psychoanalytic explanation at a deeper level is of, trauma and unconscious memory, the time

of the unconscious, dynamic, conflictual or harmonising forces at work in the unconscious
19



mind, of the inner compulsion to repeat and the power of unconscious forces on somatic

Processes.

20



SECTION I: IN PSYCHOANALYSIS

SIGMUND FREUD (1856 —1939)

Throughout human history there has been allusion to that which is concealed within the mind,
as a motivating force for human behaviour. In the words of James Strachey, Freud’s English
translator and editor, ‘Creative writers of genius had had fragmentary insight into mental
processes, but no systematic method of investigation existed before Freud’. He continues,
‘First and foremost, Freud was the discoverer of the first instrument for the scientific
examination of the human mind.”*> The discoveries of Freud’s investigation have been
summarised by Strachey under three headings — ‘an instrument of research, the findings
produced by the instrument, and the theoretical hypothesis inferred from the findings’ —

adding that “all these groups were mutually interrelated’.’

A socio-cultural need to confront a latent knowledge in the world of what in the nineteenth
century had not yet been termed ‘the unconscious’, represented a response to the repressions

of an increasingly industrialised European bourgeois society.

It seems likely that even from his schooldays at the Vienna Gymnasium,Freud’s earliest 1deas
may have been formed in part by the work of an early nineteenth century philosopher and
psychologist, Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776 - 1841), who published in Konisberg 1824 -5,
‘Psychologie als Wissenschaft neu gegrundet auf Erfahrung, Metaphysik und Mathematik;
acknowledging that unconscious processes at work in the mind were essential to his system.

The 1deas of his immediate teacher Theodor Meynert at Vienna University which Freud had

“Strachey, James., Sigmund Freud: A Sketch of his Life and Ideas, First published in Two
Short Accounts of Psycho-Analysis in Pelican Books [1962.] 1976. The Penguin Freud
Library. Volume 1, 1991, p.18

3 Strachey, J., 1991, p.17
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entered as a medical student in 1873, were governed by those of Herbart. Meynert also much

admired a Berlin psychiatrist of an earlier generation, Wilhelm Griesinger (1817-68).

After a year of two of following more general subjects including philosophy, Freud began to
focus his attention first of all on biology and then on physiology. It was in the Physiological
Laboratory under Emnst von Briicke that Freud began his first research. It is apparent that it
was under Briicke that Freud formed the pattern of his approach to physical science in general.
A belief in the validity of the law of determinism underlay all the work, derived from the
school of Helmholtz, (Hermann von Helmholtz). Determinism, a doctrine of causation
underlay all the work in the physical phenomena of Briicke’s laboratory and later in mental

phenomena. This may explain the strange confluence of disciplines in the profiling of Freud’s

later practice.

Freud graduated as a Doctor of Medicine in 1881, moving from his laboratory studies to work
in Vienna General Hospital concentrating on cerebral anatomy. At the Institute of Physiology
from 1877 he published on anatomy and physiology and also his research into the clinical uses
of cocaine. In 1885, after being appointed a position similar to university lecturer, Freud
gained a travelling bursary which enabled him to study under Jean-Martin Charcot, at the
Salpétriére (the Paris hospital for nervous diseases). The eminent neurologist, Charcot (1825-
1893), was a pivotal influence on his subsequent development. Whilst carrying out his own
histological studies on the brain, Freud would have been affected by Charcot’s interest in
hysteria and hypnotism. It should be noted at this point that there had been a publication by the
French psychiatrist Pierre Janet, in 1893, entitled ‘L’ Automatisme psychologique’ to which I

will refer later as a contemporaneous approach in the field of psychology. His theory on
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hysterical phenomena was elaborated by Freud and Josef Breuer. The influence of Janet was

to be foundational to the future formation of the Surrealist movement in art.

Freud’s gradual turning away from physical science led him towards an investigation of the
mind, in the practice which he had set up in Vienna as a consultant in nervous diseases. At the
same time he was becoming increasingly concerned in the treatment of neuroses. He turned
from experimenting with electro-therapy to hypnotic sugéestion and in 1886, in order to
expand his understanding of this technique, he travelled to Nancy to study the methods of
Ambroise-Auguste Liebeault and Hippolyte Bernheim. When it became apparent that these
were not satisfactory he turned towards the approach of an older friend and Vienna consultant
Dr Josef Breuer, who ten years before had successfully treated a patient suffering from

hysteria. He persuaded Breuer to resume the practice of his former method.

The theory which lay behind the methods they used was that hysteria had been caused by a
deep shock to the subject, in a forgotten event of traumatic nature. In order to uncover this
event and to ameliorate its psychically damaging effect, the patient was induced to remember
within a hypnotic state of consciousness. Although this approach began with promising results
it was inconsistent and Freud came to rethink the underlying theory and to replace the use of
hypnotic suggestion by a technique known as free-association. His divergence from Breuer in
theory and application led to a break in their relationship. It was at this point in 1895 that
Freud began to formulate the method for his great systematic investigation of the unconscious

mind which became known as psychoanalysis.

Free-association, as an instrument of analysis, 1s where a systematic use of automatism began.

Free-association was simply the method where patients were asked to say whatever came into

23



their minds. This scientifically methodological tool for the exploration of the unconscious
mind led to surprising revelation and when association ceased there lay repression. It was this
resistance which gave a clue to the dynamic forces at work in opposing the conscious will and
became the basis of the theory of the mind as consisting of a number of forces, some of which

harmonised, some of which were conflictual.

The regions of the mind that Freud first defined were: the unconscious, the pre-conscious and
the conscious. Later in his life (in the 1920s), he redefined the uncoordinated instinctual
strands of the mind as ‘the id’; the logical and organised part as the ‘ego’; and that of the

critical, moralising function as the ‘super-ego’.

Through long years of clinical practice and also through self-observation in the remarkable
process of ‘self-analysis’, Freud found that the phenomena he observed in dreams were of
universal occurrence. It was in order to discover ways in which to overcome and uncover the
nature of resistances in the analysis of patients that Freud subjected himself to such a process.
In a sustained correspondence from 1887 to 1902 with his friend Wilhelm Fliess, a Berlin
physician, he described the development of his ideas. The interests of Fliess extended to
human biology and the effects of periodic phenomena such as the solar calendar, in vital
processes. The correspondence reflects a struggle to reinterpret the influence of revolutionary
ideas about the mind into neuropathological terms which Freud later abandoned as he came to
accept the validity of the concept of the ‘Unconscious’. An essay of about 40,000 words which
Freud sent to Fliess in 1895, named ‘Project for a Scientific Psychology’, whilst it struggles to
maintain an account of psychology in neurological terms still represents an extraordinary

account of the groundwork of the later findings of psychoanalysis.
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Through his self-analysis Freud was able to develop methods, such as dream analyses, for
overcoming the resistances of patients in the process of analysis through free-association. He
came to understand why such resistance between the unconscious and the conscious mind
should exist. Largely through the study of the interpretation of dreams, including the
systematic examination of those of his own, he came to realise the very different nature of the
primary and the secondary processes of thought. On one hand, the unconscious primary region
of the instinctual mind, uncoordinated and driven by impulse and desire which may have once
been the only existing state of an earlier primitive mind in humankind. On the other hand, the
logical and ordered conscious mind which probably developed in response to danger and its

avoldance by an adaptation to the reality of the outside world.

I am going to conclude the preliminary material on Freud’s contribution to the function of
automatism, with a note in his essay on ‘The Unconscious’ within the intervening period
which appears to be of particular significance to somatic and gestural aspects of automatism.
‘We are reserving for a different context the mention of another notable privilege of the Ucs’.
He clarifies this note 1n a letter to Georg Groddeck (1917), writing, ‘I will divulge to you what
this note refers to: the assertion that the unconscious act exerts on somatic processes an

influence of intense plastic power which the conscious act can never do.’

In the later stages of his work Freud constructed a Metapsychology of more general theoretical
hypotheses in relation to his observation. I am now going to examine in greater detail two
writings and a supplementary essay from the beginning of this final phase in order to consider
in my account the material from Freud’s work which appears most relevant to the terms I am
considering on the subject of automatism with an emphasis in this case on ‘repetition’. The

first draft of the first of these writings Beyond the Pleasure Principle was begun in March
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1919. It was finished three months later at the same time as another paper on ‘The Uncanny’,
but not published until 1920. It is in both of these works that Freud refers to repetition — to the

compulsion to repeat.

In ‘The Uncanny’ which was published in 1919, Freud summarises ‘recurrence’ from the
paper he wrote earlier, in the following way:

For it is possible to recognise the dominance in the unconscious mind of a ‘compulsion
to repeat’ proceeding from the instinctual impulses and probably inherent in the very
nature of the instincts — a compulsion powerful enough to overrule the pleasure
principle, lending to certain aspects of the mind their daemonic character, and still very
clearly expressed in the impulses of small children; a compulsion, too, which is
responsible for a part of the course taken by the analyses of neurotic patients. All these
considerations prepare us for the discovery that whatever reminds us of this inner
‘compulsion to repeat’ is perceived as uncanny. *

Earlier in his paper Freud discusses the theme of the double, the doppelganger, in relation to
the uncanny. In the discussion he uses the phrase ‘and finally there is the constant recurrence
of the same thing’, which his editor Albert Dickson remarks...’seems to be an echo from
Nietzsche (e.g. from the last part of Also Sprach Zarasthustra) and which Dickson compares

with the use of a similar phrase, put into inverted commas there, in Beyond the Pleasure

Principle — “this perpetual recurrence of the same thing’.”

Freud goes on to say that,

the theme of the ‘double’ has been very thoroughly treated by Otto Rank (1914). He
has gone into the connections which the ‘double’ has with reflections in mirrors, with
shadows, with guardian spirits, with the belief in the soul and with the fear of death;
but he also lets in a flood of light on the surprising evolution of the idea. For the
‘double’ was originally an insurance against the destruction of the ego, ‘an energetic
denial of the power of death’ as Rank says; and probably the ‘immortal’ soul was the
first ‘double’ of the body.°

A"‘ Penguin Freud Library. Volume 14, 1990. pp. 360 - 61. Edited by Albert Dickson. 1985.

e JS Penguin-Freud-l-ibrary—Volume-14, p. 356.
S PenguinFreud-l:ibrary~Volume-14;-1990, p. 356.
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Like the toy believed by a child or primitive to be capable of animism, the ‘double’ and the
automaton (a self-moving mechanical figure) are not now to be perceived only in a sinister
reverse, as the harbingers of death. The name ‘automaton’ of this 19¢ creation can conversely
be used as a term to describe the involuntary movements of a living being. The latter seeming
more sinister again in the uncanniness of a perceptual uncertainty about ‘the dead’ and ‘the
undead’. Freud observed that in the passing of primary narcissism (in the child’s realisation of
itself as separate from the mother and later understood as a realisation of the self and a mirror
image) the objective faculty of being able to separate the ego from the self in this way led to

critical self-observation, a censorship of the mind and the formation of the ‘conscience’.

He says, being unable to explain the strength of feeling in the phenomena,

When all is said and done, the quality of uncanniness can only come from the fact of
the ‘double’ being a creation dating back to a very early mental stage, long since
surmounted — a stage, incidentally, at which it wore a more friendly aspect. The
‘double’ has become a thing of terror, just as, after the collapse of their religion, the
gods turned into demons. (Heine, ‘Die Gotter im Exil’. )’

Freud does not think that the factor of repetition will have an uncanny feeling to the same
degree for everyone but compares a certain feeling of helplessness under particular
circumstances, with the dream-state. The example of this which he gives 1s as follows,

As 1 was walking, one hot summer afternoon, through the deserted streets of a
provincial town in Italy which was unknown to me, I found myself in a quarter of
whose character I could not remain in doubt. Nothing but painted women were to be
seen at the windows of the small houses, and I hastened to leave the narrow street at
the next turning. But having wandered about for a time without inquiring my way, I
found myself back in the same street, where my presence was beginning to excite
attention. I hurried away once more only to arrive by another defour at the same place
yet a third time. Now, however, a feeling overcame me which I can only describe as
uncanny, and I was glad enough to find myself back at the piazza I had left a short time
before, without any further voyages of discovery.”

7 Penguin Freud Library. Volume 14, 1990, p. 358.
® Penguin Freud Library. Volume 14, 1990, p. 359.
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He compares the feeling of helplessness to being lost in a mist, or being in a strange dark room

and colliding time after time with the same piece of furniture, where the fateful and

inescapable has taken over from ‘chance’.

I have chosen as a means to examine the second paper Beyond the Pleasure Principle, a
supplementary lecture published in 1933 because it summarises it and extends the theory of
instincts. It 1s lecture 32. ‘Anxiety and Instinctual Life’, and it is the fourth in a new series of
‘Introductory Lectures’, that were to be a continuation of those of the earlier date (1915-17);

but which were never intended to be delivered. Freud writes,

The instincts rule not only mental but also vegetative life, and these organic instincts
exhibit a characteristic which deserves our deepest interest. (We shall not be able to
judge until later whether it is a general characteristic of instincts.) For they reveal an
effort to restore an earlier state of things. We may suppose that from the moment at
which a state of things that has once been attained is upset, an instinct arises to create it
afresh and brings about phenomena which we can describe as a ‘compulsion to repeat’.
Thus the whole of embryology is an example of the ‘compulsion to repeat’.”

He continues to describe how this manifests itself in the mental field, overcoming even the
pleasure principle, as relentless fate; and he asks how this self-destructiveness may be

understood in terms of such instinctual conservatism.

Well, the answer is not far to seek and opens wide perspectives. If 1t i1s true that — at
some immeasurably remote time and in a manner we cannot conceive — life once
proceeded out of inorganic matter, then according to our presumption, an instinct must
have arisen which sought to do away with life once more and to re-establish the
inorganic state. If we recognise in this instinct the self-destructiveness of our
hypothesis, we may regard the self-destructiveness as an expression of a ‘death
instinct’ which cannot fail to be present in every vital process. And now the instincts
that we believe in divide themselves into two groups — the erotic instincts, which seek
to combine more and more living substance into ever greater unities, and the death
instincts, which oppose this effort and lead what is living back into an inorganic state,'®

> Penguin Freud Library. Volume 2, 1991, p. 139.
10 penguin Freud Library. Volume 2. 1991, p.140.
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This hypothesis 1s understood currently only in psychoanalytic terms because the biological

theory, never proven, 1s now considered obsolete.

The next essay, Beyond the Pleasure Principle contributes to (i) an understanding of Freud’s
thinking about the unconscious mind and consciousness and memory, and (ii), to an
understanding of the function of automatism as a conduit between the two and why this is

important for art.

Freud speculates,

Consciousness... ‘may be, not the most universal attribute of mental processes, but
only a particular function of them’....“What consciousness yields consists essentially
of perceptions of excitations coming from the external world and of feelings of
pleasure and unpleasure which can only arise from within the mental apparatus; it is
therefore possible to assign to the system Pcpt-Cs (perceptual-conscious) a position in
space. It must lie on the borderline between inside and outside; it must be turned
toward the external world and must envelop other psychical systems.

Freud defines this as the outer corticle layer of the brain. He continues that,

Consciousness... 1s not the only distinctive character which we ascribe to the processes
in that system. On the basis of impressions derived from our psychoanalytic
experience, we assume that all excitatory processes that occur in the other systems
leave permanent traces behind in them which form the foundations of memory. Such
memory-traces, then, have nothing to do with the fact of becoming conscious; indeed
they are often most powerful and most enduring when the process which left them
behind was one which never entered consciousness."’

He continues by saying he is led to suspect, ‘that becoming conscious and leaving behind a
memory-trace are processes incompatible within one and the same system’. The excitation

brought into consciousness left no permanent trace there because it was transmitted to the

systems ‘lying next within’ and it was there that the trace was left. He speculates that because

' Penguin Freud Library. Volume 11. 1991, pp. 295 - 6.
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so little is known of the origin of consciousness some consideration should be given to the

proposition ‘consciousness arises instead of a memory-trace’.

Freud continues to explain this assertion, by saying that ‘Protection against stimuli is an
almost more important function for the living organism that reception of stimuli’. He makes a
comparison with ‘feelers’ which in trying to ascertain the direction and nature of external
stimuli in their role as receptors ‘make advances towards the external world and then move

back from it’; and he will continue to explore these ideas in his paper, A Note Upon the

‘Mystic Writing-Pad’ (1924)".

It 1s at this point in Beyond the Pleasure Principle that Freud re-introduces the subject of
‘time’ by saying that now through psychoanalytic exploration it is possible to discuss ‘the
Kantian theorem that time and space are ‘necessary forms of thought’. We have leamnt that
unconscious mental processes are in themselves ‘timeless’. He has discussed the characteristic
earlier in his paper, ‘The Unconscious’ (1915). “The processes of the system Ucs are timeless,
i.e. they are not ordered temporally, are not altered by the passage of time; they have no

reference to time at all. Reference to time is bound up, once again, with the work of the system

Cs.

After a reference to Ewald Hering’s theory, that ‘two kinds of processes are constantly at work

in living substances’'” which Freud defines as ‘the two instinctual impulses, the life instincts

'2 1925 Int. Z. Psychoanal., German Editions; 1961 The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud by the Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psycho-
Analysis, London.

13 A lecture delivered by Hering in 1870 ‘On Memory as a Universal Function of Organised
Matter’. Trans. in 1880 by Samuel Butler and included in his publication Unconscious

Memory.
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and the death instincts?’ he ends this work which was the culmination of his series of
metapsychological writings by saying,
The pleasure principle seems actually to serve the death instincts. It is true that it keeps
watch upon stimuli from without, which are regarded as dangers by both kinds of
instincts; but it 1s more especially on guard against increases of stimulation from
within, which would make the task of living more difficult.™
I shall conclude this chapter by briefly summarising some of the main points that have been
covered 1n relation to the function of automatism: trauma as a shock which had bypassed the
conscious mind, conflictual forces and unconscious memory, the polarity of the drives of life
and death instincts, the inner compulsion to repeat and the power of unconscious forces on
somatic processes. The deeper levels of Freud’s psychoanalytic practice will have been

understood by my next constituent the psychologist Anton Ehrenzweig but in another way.

Unlike Freud he was able to recognise the potential significance that these discoveries had for

the creative practise of art

14 Penguin Freud Library. Volume 11. 1991, p.338.

31



SECTION H: IN PSYCHOANALYSIS

ANTON EHRENZWEIG (1908 — 1966)

Anton Ehrenzweig was a native of Vienna who studied law, psychology and art. He settled in
England in 1938 and was appointed lecturer in art education at Goldsmiths’ College,
University of London, where he taught until his death in 1966. It was as a fellow of the
Bollingen Foundation 1956-1957 that he carried out some of the initial stages of research for
his book, The Hidden Order of Art A Study in the Psychology of Artistic Imagination. It was

published in 1967, the year after he died. '

Ehrenzweig unlike Freud concentrated on a psychology of art. His distinctive contribution to
my Inquiry is a psychological explanation of the necessity for a use of automatism in the
practice of art. A use which can be seen to enable the creative process to withstand the trauma

of unconscious conflictual forces in order to scan unconscious imagery which can be re-

integrated into the material practice.

He sets out the argument of his book by saying 1t may be understood in principle by following
any one of the many lines of thought contained within it. To give an example of this he
describes the syncretistic approach of children. Although they cannot understand a great deal
of a tale being told, they still profit from their incomplete understanding which may be due to
the syncretistic capacity to comprehend a total structure rather than single elements.

Ehrenzweig says in the preface to his book,

All artistic structure is essentially ‘polyphonic’; it evolves not in a single line of
thought, but in several superimposed strands at once. Hence creativity requires a

1> Ehrenzweig Anton. The Hidden Order of Art (1967) 1971, University of California Press,

USA.
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diffuse, scattered kind of attention that confradicts our normal logical habits of

thinking.°
He says of ‘pictorial space’,

...the plastic effects of painting...turn out to be determined by deeply unconscious

perceptions. They ultimately evade all conscious control. In this way a profound

conflict between conscious and unconscious (spontaneous) control comes forward. '’
Firstly, 1n a general introduction to his thinking on the PRIMARY/SECONDARY
PROCESSES Ehrenzweig describes the classically accepted concept (within psychoanalysis)
of the primary process of the unconscious mind as that which forms unconscious ‘phantasy’.
To paraphrase him, he says that it has no structure, does not distinguish between opposites,
fails to articulate space and time as we know it and that its boundaries melt into a confused
mingling of forms. He writes in the late 1950s, that 1t is assumed within clinical study that the
structure of art is exclusively shaped by the conscious, and the pre-conscious functions of the
so-called secondary process. In 1958, Marion Milner in her Freud-Centenary lecture, said that
‘a revision of the concept of the primary process was in the air; the problems raised by the

nature of art pressed towards this revision’.'®

In Ehrenzweig’s own definition of the Unconscious he says,

Ordinarily, drives and phantasies are repressed and made unconscious because of their
unacceptable content. Here it is maintained that images and phantasies can become
unconscious because of their (undifferentiated) structure alone. This implies an
expansion of the term ‘unconscious. "’

Freud demonstrated the hidden meaning of dreams but as Ehrenzweig says he did not

vindicate their seemingly chaotic form, that of the primary process. ‘If the unconscious

16 Ehrenzweig, The Hidden Order of Art, 1971, Preface, p. xii.
7 Ehrenzweig,1971. Preface, p. xii.
18 Milner, Marion, ‘Psycho-analysis and Art, Psycho-analysis and Contemporary Thought,
London, Hogarth Press, 1958.
19 Ehrenzweig, The Hidden QOrder of Art, Appendix: Glossary, p. 291.
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components of art, in the handwriting of marks, touches, traces, are analysed, their need to
advance in a complex way can be seen to necessitate keeping contradicting options open’. He
argues that, ‘Creative work succeeds in co-ordinating the results of unconscious
undifferentiation and conscious differentiation and so reveals the hidden order in the

unconscious.’

Ehrenzweig says,
Clinical work knows little about how creative sublimation works, because it is mainly
concerned with interpreting and translating the contents of unconscious phantasy. Once

the unconscious conflicts are resolved, it is left to the automatic action of the ego to
sublimate the revealed unconscious drives into useful creative work.

In the following study I shall be examining aspects of Ehrenzweig’s book for their potential as

commentary on automatism. In particular I shall look at themes of, splitting and

fragmentation; scanning and attention; and re-introjection; and his description of the “three

phases’ of creativity.

In the initial (schizoid) stage of the creative process, he says that the projection of parts of the
self into the work is necessary. I shall describe later how Ehrenzweig holds up clinical models

in psychoanalysis to the first stage in the creative process of splitting and fragmentation.

Firstly it should be said that ‘fragmentation’ is also a phenomenon of nineteenth century
western art. Its origins are usually linked to French Impressionism and in sculpture too the
same historical phenomenon occurs in works by Auguste Rodin and Medardo Rosso. It was a
time of expansive mechanisation, at the beginning of the epoch of ‘hysterical expressions of

repressed desire’ referred to by Siegfried Giedion 1n his history Mechanisation Takes

20 Ehrenzweig, 1971, p. 5.
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Command (1948) which World war would follow. In Automatic Woman, Katharine Conley
says, ‘Modern technology and the notion of trauma came of age together and are intimately
linked, leading to a more mechanistic view of the body and to an understanding of the human

2l Fragmentation may be understood as part of an

subject as particularly vulnerable to shocks.
enormous shift in consciousness, against the background of an accelerating industrial
revolution, which Walter Benjamin has described in other words, as a fundamental
readjustment between the very new and the very old in Western culture. Ehrenzweig refers to
the impressionist painter Claude Monet as perhaps the greatest protagonist of the oscillating
picture plane and of how in his late works he can be seen as a precursor of modern
sensibilities. Kandinsky was so dazzled by the brush marks even in his earlier Haystacks that

he could not identify the subject. Monet’s veils of space anticipate the post-cubist spatial

strands of Pollock’s large canvases.

Ehrenzweig describes the optical painting of artists such as Bridget Riley as attacking the
gestalt principle of overall form (which exceeds the sum of its parts) ‘in quite explicit, almost
scientific terms. Its dazzle makes it impossible to focus on any single element’. Bruce Nauman

and artists like him continue this disruption through time and sound in a “creative shift towards

dedifferentiation (decomposition) as aggressive fragmentation’.

He continues by comparing a study of art’s unconscious substructure and the scanning
processes in science in order to observe the creative techniques of the ego that can make use of
the dispersed structure of the unconscious perception. He concludes, by saying,

The chaos of the unconscious is as deceptive as the chaos of outer reality...he (the

scientist) will make a constructive use of his unconscious faculties and achieve the
integration of his own ego. In creativity, outer and inner reality will always be

21 Katherine Conley acknowledges being directed to this conclusion by a seminar on

psychoanalysis given by Diana Fuss at the 1995 School of Criticism and Theory.
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organised together by the same indivisible process. The artist too has to face chaos in
his work before unconscious scanning brings about the integration of his work as well

as of his own personality.

The important distinction here is not that the primary process (the unconscious) brings chaotic
material to the ego to sort out but that the primary process itself ‘is a precision instrument for

creating scanning that is far superior to discursive reason and logic.’

Ehrenzweig discusses the different kinds of attention used by artists, both visual and audial in
what he calls ‘the “full” emptiness of attention’. He describes how,

The trained musician allows his attention to oscillate freely between focused and
unfocused (empty) states, now focusing precisely on the solid vertical sound of chords,
now emptying his attention so that he can comprehend the loose, transparent web of
polyphonic voices in their entirety.”

He cites Paul Klee describing the same unconscious phenomena as ‘multi-dimensional vision’.

The pulsating rhythm of repetition in ‘serial’ art, of one thing after another in a
materials/process interaction, can be compared with strategies in modern musical

composition.

Ehrenzweig says that,

The artist submits to the seemingly alien rules of number and geometry. Serialisation
in music, too, seems to explore an external discipline of numbers. In all these cases the
seeming unrelatedness of the objective — mathematical or physical — factors to any
preconceived form, will set into motion unconscious scanning which can deal more
effectively with such complex and unpredictable factors. This explains the paradox
why Boulez has been able to write his most moving music when all he has seemed to
be doing is to carry out mechanical serialisations, according to a complex
mathematical chart. When he relented in this uncompromising acceptance of
alienation, his work lost some of its emotional strength.**

22 Ehrenzweig, 1971, p. 5.
2 Ehrenzweig, 1971, p. 27.

24 Ehrenzweig, 1971, p. 143.
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‘John Cage...systematised the arbitrary itself by devising structures according to deliberate

chance methods for ordering relationships.’ *

Dedifferentiation removes boundaries, as entropy it can be understood as the death wish or
instinct. Ehrenzweig says,

I have proposed to attribute the ego’s innate propensity towards dedifferentiation to the
death 1nstinct, because it fits some of these aspects. It represents a temporary
decomposition of the ego, at least in its deepest levels; it tends to weaken object
relationships and favours narcissistic withdrawal; most significantly, as a structural
principle dedifferentiation is tautological with Freud’s concept of the death instinct.
Dedifferentiation (entropy) is part of life’s tendency to return to the inorganic state.*

The Minimalist sculptor Robert Morris says,

The linguist de Saussure sees language operating primarily according to oppositions
and polarities, which he ascribes to mental activity itself...

...What resolves the duality as a tendency in behaviour at many levels is, for de
Saussure as well as Ehrenzweig and others, the alternating passage between the two
poles. Ehrenzweig reduces the oppositions to the basic conflict between the life and
death urges or the Eros-Thanatos duality. Discontent with Freud’s admission in the late
writings of not being able to distinguish between the two. Ehrenzweig reasserts their
opposition but sees a constantly alternating swing between the two. ‘The act of
expulsion (dedifferentiation) in the service of Thanatos is linked with containment (re-
differentiation) in the service of Eros. 27

Ehrenzweig later discusses the way in which it is difficult to distinguish the initial
fragmentation of modern art from the final manic self-scattering (dedifferentiation) which
contains the seed of integration. In the initial stages of creative work, the projection,
Ehrenzweig says, ‘it can be seen that “accidents™ that crop up during work could well be the

expression of parts of the artist’s personality that have become split off and disassociated from

the rest of the self.’*® In saying that fragmentation is a necessary part of the process he also

%> Morris, R., Continuous Project Altered Daily, p. 75.
2 BEhrenzweig, 1971, p. 296.
27 Morris, 1995, p. 79.

28 Ehrenzweig, 1971, p. 102.
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The superego’s scattering attacks drive the ego inexorably towards an extreme oceanic
depth until the process of dedifferentiation even suspends the distinction between ego
and superego...the superego’s anal aggression is spent and the ego prepares for its
manic rebound and rebirth. '

He continues his explanation, saying,
This dedifferentiation is not merely a ‘controlled regression’ (E. Kris) to more
primitive forms of ego functioning. The point is precisely that the artist transforms

passive primitive undifferentiation into an active faculty for moulding images of
extreme dedifferentiation never achieved before. *

In this case as I have indicated, the processes and their terms in the stages of creativity which
Ehrenzweig has described are not hard to relate to phases in the material practice. These
processes and terms have also served to inform the key terms formalised in writing which
describe the function of automatism. In my next section I shall be looking at a very different
approach to the subject of automatism; that 1s an approach through phenomenology, but one

where it is still possible to draw parallels with Ehrenzweig’s thought on this subject.

31 Ehrenzweig, 1971, p.212.
32 Ehrenzweig, 1971, p. 205.
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SECTION III: IN PHENOMENOLOGY AND CERTAIN CURRENTS OF THOUGHT
IN EXISTENTIALISM

MAURICE MERLEAU- PONTY (1908 - 1961)

General Introduction

Maurice Merleau-Ponty was a philosopher whose main form of expression was in the
academic-philosophical text. He was also politically influential and Sartre acknowledged him
as a formative influence in this respect, notably during his period as political editor of ‘Les
Temps Modernes’. He played a vital part in the philosophical development of existentialism.
Like other French intellectuals of his time, Sartre for one, Merleau-Ponty was himself

influenced by a German phenomenological approach derived from Edmund Husserl (1859-

1938).

In 1942 Merleau-Ponty published ‘The Structure of Behaviour’, a book he had completed in
1938, which was concerned with the philosophy of psychology, particularly in relation to

Pavlov’s theory of conditioning in reflex theory and to Gestalt psychology. It was after 1938

that he discovered the work of Husserl.

His seminal work ‘Phenomenology of Perception’ published in 1945, referred throughout to
modern painting, especially to that of Paul Cezanne. At the end of the same year, in
December, he published the essay ¢ Cezanne’s Doubt’. It was the first of the three essays that

he wrote on visual art which spanned the further development of his philosophical thought.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty can be seen as an important transitional figure on the path from
phenomenology to early structuralism, from a modem to a post modern philosophy of art.

Through his phenomenological approach he stands at a crossroads between philosophy and
41



science, and also between art and religion. His writing was of particular significance to visual
artists, both in their increasing use of bodily and gestural means of expression in making art

and in their diverse experimentation with materials.

I have laid out Merleau-Ponty’s contribution to my constituency for automatism by grouping
his material around a number of topics which I have ‘head-lined’ on the following pages. His
thinking influenced by Husserl is in the first section followed by a distinctive account of ‘the
body’. The third and fourth sections cover ‘art’ and ‘the three essays’ which also includes the

important final topic of chiasma.

Ideas/Phenomenology moved against Mind/Body Dualism

The starting point of Husserl’s profound influence on Merleau-Ponty was to be the
phenomenological reduction of epoch, or bracketing. That is the disconnection from the given
— of all previous knowledge about the world , theoretical or scientific, in order to gain access

to the immanence, or the essence of the consciousness, of ‘lived experience’.

John Lechte® quotes Husserl:

We fix our eyes steadily upon the sphere of Consciousness and study what it 1s that we
find immanent in it.... Consciousness in itself has a being of its own which in its
absolute un '%ﬁ:eness of nature remains unaffected by the phenomenological

disconnexion.

The study of the essence of things in consciousness opens up the field of science of

phenomenology.

In his preface to ‘Phenomenology of Perception’ Merleau-Ponty says,

PF ifty key contemporary thinkers: from structuralism to post modernity, Routledge, 1994,
* Edmund Husser), ‘Ideas’ Ideas A General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, trans. W.

R. Boyce-Gibson, New York, Collier Books, 1962, p.102 Husserl’s emphasis.
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The phenomenological world is not pure being, but the sense which is revealed where
the paths of my various experiences intersect, and also where my own and other
people’s intersect and engage each other like gears... The philosopher tries to conceive
the world, others and himself and their interrelations...and establish it, by an act of
initiative which has no guarantee in being, its justification resting entirely on the
effective power which it confers on us of taking our own history upon ourselves. The
phenomenological world is not the bringing to explicit expression of a pre-existing
being, but the laying down of being.

The phenomenological world is an enactment of being.
We take our fate in our hands, we become responsible for our history through
reflection, but equally by a decision on which we stake our life, and in both cases what

1s involved is a violent act which is validated by being performed. Phenomenology, as
a disclosure of the world, rests on itself, or rather provides its own foundation.

Merleau-Ponty’s stated purpose was ‘to understand the relations between consciousness and
nature: the organic, psychological or even social’. He found the key to these relationships in
perception and his aim was to describe how perception works. Frances Morris writes that
Merleau-Ponty’s view of human existence stressed the preconscious origin of man’s conscious
activity. He rejected a mind/matter dualism and argued that man’s physical body is the basis of
his perception, for ‘things in the world are given to me with part of my body, in a living
connection, comparable or rather identical with that which exists between the various parts of

my body. >

Unlike Husserl, Merleau-Ponty tried to overcome the mind/body dichotomy of the opposition
of Rationalism and Empiricism and the way he sought to do so philosophically was through

the study of perception.

3 Paris Post War: Art and Existentialism 1945-55. Frances Morris. Tate Gallery, 1993.
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The Body

In opposing the Cartesian cogito of ‘I think, therefore I am’, Merleau-Ponty says that ‘to be a
body is to be tied to a certain world’ and ‘our body is not primarily in space: it is of it’*° and

that, ‘the perceiving mind is an incarnated mind’. *’

In the earlier years of his development in 1935 Merleau-Ponty had reviewed a book by Gabriel
Marcel, called ‘Being and Having’ which may also be thought to have had considerable
influence on ‘Phenomenology of Perception’. He summarised Marcel, in writing,
My body does not appear to me as an object, a set of qualities and characteristics to be
linked up with one another and thus understood. My relation to it is not that of the

‘cognito’ to the ‘cogitatum’, the ‘epistemological subject’ to the object. I and it form a
common cause, and in a sense I am my body. *

Art: Part I

Francis Morris writes of Merleau-Ponty in a catalogue for the exhibition Paris Post War: Art

and Existentialism

He believed that it was above all in the arts — in literature, music and painting — that the
meanings and truths bound up with physical reality and experienced only through the
senses could be unveiled. *°
It may be of interest to compare his understanding of relations in a human world of ambiguity
and contingency (as Francis Morris describes it) with Samuel Beckett’s description of modern

painting as in ‘pursuit less of the thing than of its thingness, less of the object than of its

condition of being object’*". In ‘Three Dialogues’ Beckett cites three painters, Pierre Tal-

*® Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans, Colin Smith, London,
Routledge, reprinted 1992, p.148 Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis.
3" Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ‘An unpublished text by Maurice Merleau-Ponty: A prospectus of
his work’, trans. Aleen B. Dallery in James M. Edie (ed.), The Primacy of Perception,
Evanston, Northwestern University Press, 1964. Eighth paperback printing, 1989, pp. 3-11.
*® Merleau-Ponty: Texts and Dialogues, ed. Hugh J. Silverman and J. Barry [Atlantic
Highlands: Humanities Press, 1990], p. 102.
3 Paris Post War: Art and Existentialism 1945-55. Francis Morris. Tate Gallery, 1993.
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Coat, André Masson and Bram van Velde as exemplars of the ways open to painting, two, in

their adjustment to the term ‘relation’, the third Van Velde in a refusal of ‘relation’.*’

Beckett sees the third dialogue where there is no relation as an impossibility, it is where only
the obligation to continue remains. It is that impossibility and the necessity of continuing
which express the truth of modemnity.** As the art historian Sarah Wilson has suggested there
might at least be resonance here with Jean Fautrier’s ‘Otages’, or with the last graffiti of the
condemned on Fresnes’ prison walls which she describes and Jean Dubufiet’s Les Murs, a
series of paintings of walls and lithographs made with ink on lithographic stone, images on
stone coloured gravel and tarmacadam surfaces. The complex ‘starting from scratch’ of post-

war European art. +

The footnote 2, p.49, in Paris Post War Art. III. Cezanne’s Doubt: Painters of Failure.

Catalogue p.30. ‘Pierre Tal-Coat’, exh, cat., Grand Palais (1976), refers to other sources as a

probable impetus for Merleau-Ponty:

Tal-Coat lived in Cezanne’s Chateau Noir during the war and returned to Aix in 1946-
7. The combination of Cezannism and Japonisme of this new ‘School of Aix’ was
enhanced by the presence of André Masson (in his ‘orientalist’” mode) and Georges
Duthuit who had published Mystique chinoise et peinture moderne, Paris 1936, three
years before Cezanne’s centenary celebrations 1n 1939.

Art Part II: The Three Essays (including Chiasmus)
A whole history of the development of his philosophical thought may be seen in the three

essays Merleau-Ponty wrote on painting which spanned his work.

Y Beckett, Samuel. Painters of the Obstacle, an essay published a month before Three
Dialogues
*I Beckett, S. Three Dialogues in Disjecta, London, 1983, p. 144,
42 Caygill, Howard., in ‘Thinking Art’, ICA 1999, p. 17.
> Paris Post War: In Search of the Absolute. I. Wilson, Sarah p.26.
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In ‘Cezanne’s Doubt’ (1945), from the phenomenological influence of Husser] through to the
structuralism of ‘Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence’ (1952), overtly in contention
with André Malraux but mainly addressing Sartre; and then to the ontology of ‘Eye and Mind’

(1961), in an implied dialogue with Martin Heidegger. **

In “Cezanne’s Doubt’ (1945), Merleau-Ponty says of ‘the lived perspective’,
In giving up the outline Cezanne was abandoning himself to the chaos of sensation,
which would upset the objects and constantly suggest illusions, as for example, the
illusion we have when we move our heads that objects themselves are moving, *°
He quotes Cezanne, saying, ‘The landscape thinks itself in me’, ‘and I am its consciousness’.
Merleau-Ponty discusses Balzac’s The Unknown Masterpiece in relation to Cezanne and his
identification with the fictional painter Frenhofer, who wants to express life through the use of
colour alone. He continues this essay by saying:
The artist launches his work just as a man once launched the first word, not knowing
whether it will be anything more than a shout.... The meaning of what the artist is
going to say does not exist anywhere — not in things, which as yet have no meaning,

nor in the artist himself, in his unformulated life. It summons one away from the
already constituted reason...toward a reason which would embrace its own origins.*

Colour as pigment became an essential expression of the fusion of self and the world, ‘for
pigment is both a bit of nature and a visual sensation, therefore the element of construction

that could bind object and sensation’.*’

4 Preface to The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader, Northwestern University Press, Evanston,
111, 1993.

*> Johnson, Galen A., (ed.) The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader 1993, p. 12.

‘% Johnson, Galen A., (ed.) The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader 1993, p. 69.

*7 Johnson, 1993, p. 12.
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By privileging the lived-qualities of the world through sensation; sight, sound, smell, taste and
touch, Merleau-Ponty sought to rediscover the primordial experience of the world we are born

into in the fecundity of depth — as the ‘most existential dimension’ that of primordial space.

The theme of Merleau-Ponty’s second essay, ‘Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence’
(1952) is one of a critique of art institutions and of further work on, ‘a general theory of
expression that would elaborate a philosophy of art and language which could be extended

into a general philosophy of history and culture.’ *

Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of the embodied or contextualised nature of artistic expression
is echoed when he writes, ‘We shall see that the idea of complete expression is nonsensical,
and that all language is indirect or allusive — that it is if you wish, silence.” This almost
archaeological approach is repeated as the idea of advent in the original institution of the task
of painting on the walls of Lascaux.
Despite the diversity of its parts, which makes it fragile and vulnerable, the body 1s
capable of gathering itself into a gesture which for a time dominates its dispersion and
puts its stamp upon everything it does. In the same way, we may speak of a unity of
human style which transcends spatial and temporal distances to bring the gestures of
all painters together in one sole expressive effort, and their works in a single
cumulative history — a single art. *’

‘... from now on something cannot fail to happen’, to paraphrase him, in the present of the

future.

‘Eye and Mind’ (1961), the final essay, seeks the ‘originary’ in both art and in culture in

general. In a lecture given in Geneva ten years earlier, diverging from the phenomenological

* See Galen A. Johnson’s essay on ‘Structures and Painting’, p. 22. The Merleau-Ponty
Aesthetics Reader.
¥ Johnson, 1993, p. 105.
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approaches of Husserl and Sartre who objected to the notion in not dissimilar ways, Merleau-
Ponty drew attention to what he described as one of the most significant discoveries of the
twentieth century, the ‘unconscious’, ‘that osmosis between the body’s anonymous life and the
person’s official life which is Freud’s great discovery’. He gave increasing weight to the role
of the ‘unconscious’ in the elaboration of the perceived object in the last years of his life. He

defended the notion from Sartre’s objection that it was ‘ambiguous perception’.

Chiasma

A human body is present when, between the see-er and the visible, between touching
and touched, between one eye and the other, between hand and hand a kind of
crossover occurs, when the spark of the sensing/sensible is lit, when the fire starts to
burn that will not cease until some accident befalls the body, undoing what no accident
would have sufficed to do.”

He led up to the preceding paragraph by an accumulative emphasis on,

This extraordinary overlapping to which we never give thought.... Immersed in the -
visible by his body itself visible, the see-er does not appropriate what he sees; he
merely approaches it by looking, he opens onto the world.... My movement is not a
decision made by the mind, an absolute doing which would decree, from the depths of
a subjective retreat, some change of place miraculously executed in extended space. It
is the natural sequel to, and maturation of vision. I say of a thing that it is moved; but
my body moves itself, my movement is self-moved. It is not ignorance of self, blind to
itself: it radiates from a self....

The enigma derives from the fact that my body simultaneously sees and 1s seen, That
which looks at all things can also look at itself and recognise, in what 1t sees, the “other
side’ of its power of looking.”!

He preceded this with, ‘that body which is an intertwining of vision and movement.... The
visible world and the world of my motor projects are both total parts of the same Being.’

He continues, quoting Cezanne, ‘Nature is on the inside’.

%0 Johnson, 1993, p. 125.
5! Johnson. The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader ‘Eye and Mind’, p. 24.
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After discussing the Cartesian situation of making vision into a thought, of it. Merleau-Ponty

concludes,

And then there 1s the vision that actually occurs, an honorary or established thought,
collapsed into a body — its own body, of which we can have no idea except in the
exercise of it, and which introduces, between space and thought, the autonomous order
of the composite of soul and body. The enigma of vision is not done away with; it is
shifted from the thought of seeing to vision in act.”
“The painter — any painter, while he is painting, practices a...theory of vision.” The ‘chiasma’
is the locus of reversibility for which the human body is an archetype. ‘Things are an annex or
prolongation of itself; they are encrusted in its flesh...’. He refers to paintings and drawings as
‘the inside of the outside and the outside of the inside...for the imaginary is much nearer to,
and much farther away from the actual — nearer because it is in my body as a diagram of the

life of the actual, with all its pulp and carnal obverse exposed to view for the first time.’>>

Conclusion

It was this dynamic of ‘reversibility’ in itself which had become the subject of the painting
described by another constituent, Harold Rosenberg as ‘action painting’. Merleau-Ponty’s
importance within my constituency for ‘automatism’ lies not only in his emphasis on the
phenomenological reduction called ‘bracketing’ but also on the significance to him of the
b‘ody as a conduit of meaning and of the role of gesture in vision. He describes what might be
a model for automatism, ‘My movement is not a decision made by the mind... my body moves

itself; my movement is self moved’ as ’the autonomous order of the composite of soul and

body’.”*

= My italics. Johnson. The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader ‘Eye and Mind’ p. 136.
53 Johnson, 1993, p. 126.

54 Johnson, 1993, p. 124.
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My constituency for automatism will continue through the poet André Breton, in the third
, rd area

of investigation, The Theory and Criticism of Art.
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SECTION 1V: IN THE THEORY AND CRITICISM OF ART

ANDRE BRETON (1896 —1966)

A founder of the Surrealist Movement André Breton has provided the first major site for
automatism within the practice of art. Born of a petit-bourgeois family in Tinchebray,
department of Orne, France, he appears from his own earliest accounts to have been deeply
atfected by and responsive to physical phenomena of the natural world. It is in Breton’s book
Arcane 77 first published in New York in 1945, that he follows the passionate account of an
almost visionary, political awakening at a popular demonstration before the First War, where
he saw the red flag unfurled, low in the sky, in its thousands, by saying that some of these

flags were held,

In an inexorable attitude of sedition and defiance...this last attitude especially — of
which there is no lack in the history of the intellect of illustrious respondents, whether
named Pascal, Nietzsche, Strindberg or Rimbaud -~ has always seemed to me
absolutely justifiable on the emotive plane, leaving out of account the purely utilitarian
reasons for which society may repress such an attitude. ...I shall never forget the
exaltation and pride which overcame me when as a child I was taken for one of the
times into a cemetery, at the discovery — among so many depressing or ridiculous
funeral monuments — of a slab of granite engraved in red capitals with the superb
device! Neither God Nor Master. Poetry and art will always retain a preference for all
which fransfigures man (sic) in this desperate, irreducible demand which, now and
then, he (sic) takes the derisory chance to make on life.

Breton‘s contacts/influences, and his medical studies important to ‘automatism’

André Breton began pre-medical studies at the age of seventeen, but also revealed a more
‘personal inclination by publishing three of his poems a year later in 1914, at which time he
met Paul Valery. In 1915, the war having started, he was at first conscripted into the artillery
but shortly afterwards transferred to the neuropsychiatric clinics for the shell-shocked as a
medical auxiliary. Breton assisted Raoul Leroy (who had himself assisted the neurologist
Charcot) at the neuro-psychiatric clinic of the second army at Saint Dizier in 1916. The

following year he interned under Joseph Babinski (another student of Charcot) at the
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neurological centre at La Pietie and later in 1917 he worked as a medical auxiliary at Val-de-
Grace where he met Louis Aragon. The other young auxiliary, also a poet, was to become his
collaborator and co-founder of the surrealist movement. It should be noted at this point that
there had been a publication by the French psychiatrist Pierre Janet, in 1893, entitled
‘L’ Automatisme psychologique’ a contemporaneous approach in the field of psychology. His
theory on hysterical phenomena was elaborated by Freud and Breuer. The influence of Janet
was to be foundational to the future formation of the Surrealist movement in art. Pierre Janet’s
theories on hysterical phenomena published in 1893 used for the first time the term ‘Psychic
Automatism’. It was in this year that the death occurred of the neurologist Jean-Martin
Charcot. He, with Janet, had dominated the French School of Psychiatry which was predicated

on the theme of hysteria and its treatment by hypnosis.

Here the reception of proto-psychoanalysis by the young medical students who were to
become the surrealists can be seen to be in the first instance within a Janetian context of
French psychiatric discipline. Breton also at this time met a soldier, the anarchic Jacques
Vache (1896-1919), a patient in the military hospital at Nantes, He was an iconoclast and the

theorist of black humour, ‘umour’.

Later in a significantly descriptive lecture given in Brussels in 1934, called ‘What is
Surrealism?’>° Breton said, ‘Dada... whose germinating force has nevertheless been decisive
and, by the general consent of present-day critics, has greatly influenced the course of ideas’.
He continues by apportioning the greatest share of the ideas of the earlier more nihilistic
movement (1915-1920); to Marcel Duchamp, Francis Picabia, Jacques Vache and Tristan

Tzara, through their painting, criticism, letters, poems and manifestos. After referring to

> What Is Surrealism? issued as a pamphlet in 1934, a slightly abridged English translation

with other writings by Breton was published by Faber & Faber (London 1936).
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% Breton describes a vivid

‘surrealism’ as ‘a word fallen from the lips of Apollinaire
experience received in a half wakeful state where a sentence clearly articulated came into his
mind, he remembers it as, ‘A man is cut in half by the window’. It was accompanied by the
visual image of a man walking but split at waist height by a window perpendicular to the axis
of his body. Following the idea of how he might use the material for poetic construction, he
reflects how the image gave way to a succession of intermittent sentences, leaving him in a
state which was astonished but detached. Breton continued by saying,
Preoccupied as I still was with Freud’’, and familiar with his methods of investigation,
which I had practised, occasionally on the sick during the war, I resolved to obtain for
myself what one seeks to obtain from patients, namely a monologue poured out as
rapidly as possible, over which the subject’s critical faculty has no control — the subject

himself throwing reticence to the winds — and which as much as possible represents
spoken thought.

Les Champs Magnetiques (The Magnetic Fields) was the publication with which Breton and

his co-author, the poet Philippe Soupault, launched surrealism in 1919.

The explicit_introduction by Breton of automatism by name

In The Automatic Message (1933) Breton refers to a growing curiosity on the part of young
writers and artists concerning various manifestations of automatic thought, confirming their
close affiliation with Lautreamont and Rimbaud, and testifying to the need for such a

sensibility in the first part of the twentieth century. He continues by saying,

In a quite different way, as is known, some of us trace to Charcot — at the very
beginning of the magnificent and protracted debate on hysteria instituted by his
teachings, dogmatic as they were — the responsibility for a considerable measure of the
research in which we are engaged. (Dr von Shrenck-Notzing holds the honour of
having insisted on the ‘artistic value of the movements of expression in hysteria and
hypnosis’ at the first International Congress of Psychology, Paris 1889.)

*® From 1915-1918 Breton corresponded with Guillaume Apollinaire, considered the greatest
French poet of his time and leader of the Parisian avant-garde at the time preceding the First

World War.
57 Breton could not read Freud in translation until 1922,
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Breton also says,

We must make a precise distinction between ‘automatic writing and drawing’ as the
word is understood in surrealism, and the automatic writing and drawing currently
practised by mediums, *° That is in the difference which lies between a ‘charged’
reconciliation of opposites and the ‘other’ directed, trance-like state.”

Breton refers to the difference which lies between a ‘charged’ reconciliation of opposites (as
between the conscious and the unconscious mind) and a different, ‘other’ directed trance-like
state. That is a state which would have been imposed on the subject by an outside agency such

as the hypnotist or the medium.

The question of authorship in automatic/surrealist practice

In the surrealist publication (1919) Les Champs Magnetiques the non-attribution of authorship
to sections by either poet in the series of rapidly composed texts exemplified an ideal they

wished to project, that poetry should be created by all (collectively or in partnership) and not

by one alone.

In the introduction to On Magic Art (1957) published as an essay in ‘Le Surrealisme, meme’

(No.2) Breton writes,

The conception of a work of art as an objectification, on the material plane, of a
dynamism of the same nature as that which presided over the creation of the world, 1s
particularly emphasised among the Gnostics.... All the will of the artist is powerless to
reduce the opposition which nature’s unknown ends set against his own aims. The
feeling of being set in motion, not to say being played with, by forces which exceed
ours will not in poetry and in art, cease to become more acute or overwhelming: ‘It 1s
false to say: I think. One ought to say: I am thought.” (Rimbaud). Since then, ample
room has been given to the question: ‘What we create — is it ours?’

The intention is made clearer in Breton’s further definition and the critic Peter Burgher’s

following indication. It was from his experience of writing and the reception to his reading of

> Flournoy, Theodore., Des Indes a la Planete Mars (From India to the Planet Mars), an
account by her mentor of the mediumistic experience of Helene Smith. Trans. Daniel B.
Vermilye. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1900,
? The Automatic Message, A Breton. 1933
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this earlier text, that, in the ‘First Manifesto of Surrealism’ in 1924, Breton redefined
Apollinaire’s word ‘surrealism’ as ‘pure psychic automatism by which one proposes to
express, either verbally, in writing, or by any other means, the true functioning of thought’. It
has been pointed out by the critic Peter Burger, that ‘Given the avant-gardiste intention to do
away with art as a sphere that is separate from the praxis of life, it is logical to eliminate the
antithesis between producer and recipient.... The automatic texts also should be read as guides
to individual production’. This statement has been identified by Katharine Conley in her book,
Automatic Woman® as an argument that here for the first time the avant-garde movement had
opened a potential door to women as participants who could produce their own text. The
proto-surrealist group who experimented with automatic writing included: Aragon, Breton,
Creval, Desnos, Eluard, Max Emnst, Peret and Picabia. Their aim was to overcome the polarity,
to unite their own (masculine) conscious and (feminine) unconscious mind (as they saw it), the
logical, objective self with the irrational, subjective, in order to generate one original faculty,
as of eidetic (autonomous) imagery. They metaphorised woman’s body as ‘muse’ or as the
medium between the conscious and the unconscious mental processes of thought. Katharine
Conley says it was in the linguistically determined self of the automatic text that women
surrealists after 1930, or some of them °‘like Carrington, Zurn and Mansour’, would reject the
linguistic, intellectual ‘purity’ of the male surrealists for a version of surrealism that
acknowledges the body’s role in the process of exploring the unconscious as a creative

resource’.®’

The role of the body
The body’s role is an important issue for automatism which is being raised here for the first

time in the context of art making. The note in Freud’s essay on ‘The Unconscious’ that I have

% Conley, Katherine., Automatic Woman. University of Nebraska Press, 1996. p. 6.

%1 Conley, 1996, p. 9.
55



quoted on page 22, 1s of particular significance for the psychic and the somatic functions of
automatism in art practice... ‘the assertion that the unconscious act exerts on somatic
processes an mfluence of intense plastic power which the conscious act can never do.’
Breton explains that surrealism expresses the contrary of a transcendental attitude, ‘a
desire to deepen the foundations of the real; to bring about an even clearer and at the
same time ever more passionate consciousness of the world perceived by the senses’...
‘and to assure ourselves that the results of these investigations would be capable of
facing the breath of the street’... ‘the purely intuitive epoch of surrealism (1919-25) —
at the limits, I say, we have attempted to present interior reality and exterior reality as
two elements in process of unification, of finally becoming one.’
He refers to what he has said about there being two epochs of surrealism, the second being a
reasoning epoch, both of them running from 1919 until the present day, that is to say 1934.
One important change which he wishes to make at this stage is in the dictionary definition of
surrealism, based on the Manifesto of 1924, the view that thought is supreme over matter. This
suggests that Breton had deceived himself previously in advocating use of an automatic
thought removed from all control exercised by reason and disengaged from ‘all aesthetic or
moral considerations’, He should have said all conscious aesthetic or moral considerations.
Breton emphasises that the first Manifesto of 1924 summed up conclusion drawn from,
the heroic epoch of surrealism, which stretches from 1919 to 1923. The concerted
elaboration of the first automatic texts and our excited reading of them, the first results
obtained by Max Emst in the domain of collage and of painting, the practice of
surrealist ‘speaking’ during the hypnotic experiments introduced among us by Rene

Crevel and repeated every evening for over a year, incontrovertibly mark the decisive
stages of surrealist exploration during this first phase.

Political and literary influences on surrealism

It 1s my intention at this stage to return to those political and literary socio-cultural forces of
the nineteenth century, to which the germination of surrealism may be attributed. The
enormous 1nfluence of Isidore Ducasse, better known by the name of Compte de Lautreamont

was acknowledged by Breton in his lecture “What is Surrealism?’ (1934). The locus of this
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revolutionary and poetically rich epoch was the war of 1870, its coming and its aftermath.

Breton says,

Other and analogous cataclysms could not have failed to rise out of that military and
social cataclysm whose final episode was to be the atrocious crushing of the Paris
Commune, the last n date (the 1914-1918 war) caught many of us at the very age
when Lautreamont®* and Rimbaud found themselves thrown into the preceding one,
and by way of revenge has had as its consequence — and this is the new and important
fact — the triumph of the Bolshevik revolution.... (‘Poetry must be made by all, not by
one’), the field was not to our minds, open to anything but a revolution truly extended
into all domains, improbably radical, to the highest degree impractical, and tragically

destroying within itself the whole feeling that it brought with it both of desirability and
of absurdity.

“This’, he continues to say, ‘cannot be dismissed as youthful exaltation, or in the general
savagery of the time’.
I must, however, insist on this attitude of ours, common to particular men and
manifesting itself at periods nearly half a century distant from each other. I should
affirm that in ignorance of this attitude one could form no idea of what surrealism
really stands for. This attitude alone can account, and quite adequately, for all the

excesses which may be attributed to us but which cannot be deplored unless one
gratuitously supposes that we could have started from any other point.

...liberation of the mind, the express aim of surrealism, demands as a primary condition, in the
opinion of the surrealists, the liberation of man. Foster points out the resonance not only
between Lautreamont, Rimbaud and surrealism, but between the Franco-Prussian war and the
Commune on one hand and the First World War and the Bolshevik Revolution on the other.
He says that paradoxically this resonance ‘charged with distant meaning’ as it 1s, 1s what turns
these two moments into revolutionary shock. The ‘slit in time,” filled with ‘the time of the
now, [Jetztzeit]’®. Walter Benjamin writes further on a constructive principle in materialistic
historiography, saying, ‘where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with
tensions it gives that configuration a shock, by which it crystallizes into a monad.** Breton’s

‘slit in time’ defined in his foreword to Emnst’s collage-novel La Femme 100 Tetes (1929)

52 Lautreamont was to die four months after the war had started, aged 24.
53Benjamin, Walter., Theses on the Philosophy of History. In l/luminations Fontana, 1973,
255,
£ Benjamin, W., Theses on the Philosophy of History. In //luminations, 1973, p.254.
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Foster says is close to, but not so dialectical as, the Benjaminian definition of the dialectical
image: ‘It isn’t that the past casts its light on the present or the present casts its light on the

past; rather, an image is that in which the past and the now flash into a constellation. In other

words image is dialectic at a standstill.”®

266

A text by Breton, ‘Genesis and Perspective of Surrealism in the Plastic Arts™™ first appeared

in English translation in Peggy Guggenheim’s ‘Art of This Century’ (New York, 1942); it is

reprinted in Surrealism and Painting (translated by Simon Watson Taylor), New York, Harper

and Row, 1972,

From the very beginning of the surrealist movement André Masson has been engaged
in the same struggle as Max Ernst.... At the very outset of his research Masson came
upon automatism.... Not content to trace the mere shape of objects, this hand,
enamoured of its own movement and of that alone, described spontaneous figures
within which, as experience was to show, these shapes were destined to be embodied.
Indeed, the chief discovery of surrealism is that, without any preconceived intention,
the pen that flows in writing and the pencil that runs in drawing spin an infinitely
precious substance which, though perhaps not all convertible, none the less appears
charged with all the emotional ardour stored up within the poet and painter at a given
moment.... The surrealism in a work is in direct proportion to the efforts the artist has
made to embrace the whole psycho-physical field, of which consciousness is only a
small fraction. In these unfathomable depths there prevails, according to Freud, a total
absence of contradiction, a release from the emotional fetters caused by repression, a
lack of temporality and the substitution of external reality by psychic reality obedient
to the pleasure principle and no other. Automatism leads us straight to these regions.

I have chosen two visual artists, Max Emst and André Masson, as models of surrealist thought
although reflection on painting was not of prime importance to the early stages of the
movement. Pierre Naville was to review it thus:

I have no tastes except distaste. Masters, master crooks, smear your canvases.
Everyone knows there is no surrealist painting. Neither the marks of a pencil
abandoned to the accident of gesture, nor the image retracing the forms of the dream,
nor imaginative fantasies, of course can be described.

% Breton, A., [Theoretics of Knowledge] in Foster, Compulsive Beauty, p. 280. Note 38.
% Rosemont, Franklin., ed. Described in What is Surrealism? Selected Writings, New York,

1972. p. 217.
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But there are spectacles... The cinema, not because it is life, but the marvellous, the
grouping of chance elements. The street, kiosks, automobiles, screeching doors, lamps
bursting the sky. Photographs...

Hal Foster argues that in order to construct a reading of surrealism which does not rest on the
self-definitive frame of either Ernst’s dream interpretation or Masson’s automatism, it is
crucial to consider the concept of the uncanny. He believes it to be the unconscious state of
surrealism which is “all but proposed’ as its most famous point of definition in the ‘Second

Manifesto du Surrealisme, La Revolution Surrealiste 12 (1929).

Everything tends to make us believe that there exists a certain point of mind at which
life and death, the real and the imagined, past and future, the communicable and the
uncommunicable, high and low, cease to be perceived as contradictions. Now, search
as one may one will never find any other motivating force in the activities of the
Surrealists than the hope of finding and fixing this point. *°

Foster proposes in his reading:
The paradox of surrealism, the ambivalence of its most important practitioners, 1s this:
even as they work to find this point they do not want to be pierced by it, for the real

and the imagined, the past and the future only come together in the expenence of the
uncanny, and its stake 1s death.

A comparison can be made here with the paradox of convulsive beauty as ‘frozen movement’
and the Benjaminian definition ‘of dialectic at a standstill’.

Conclusion

Automatism in the somatic phase that I am identifying as ‘repetition’, 1s linked to uncanniness
in its interrogation of the ‘other’. Automatism is a route to the unconscious where the

substitution of external reality by psychic reality permeates every aspect of surrealism as its

5 In Foster, H., Convulsive Beauty. 1993, p. xvi.
% Translated by Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane in Manifestoes of Surrealism (Ann Arbor,

1972) University of Michigan Press.
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methodology, often in unexpected ways. Automatism can begin with an intentional use but it
is an uncontrollable process of the involuntary, driven for example through psychoanalytic
aspects of trauma and repression — as repetition. It happens through the pleasure principle and
in objective chance — in re-finding the symbolic object. It happens through hysteria and shock
— as ‘the marvellous’ and convulsive beauty. It happens in irrationality — as black humour, and

the slip of the tongue.

Breton’s socio-cultural reading of Freud had transferred his psychoanalytic methodology to

the making of art. I shall be considering Breton’s material concerning automatism further in

relation to the more transgressive views of Georges Bataille, in a triangulation of the three.
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SECTION V: IN THE THEORY AND CRITICISM OF ART

GEORGES BATAILLE (1897 —1962)

‘God, how the corpse’s blood is sad in the depths of sound’, were the lines of a music hall
song which as Allan Stoekl® relates were carried on the first page of the earliest novel of
Georges Bataille called W.C. It was subtitled on its cover ‘The Eternal Return’ and illustrated
by an eye peeping from the neck-hole of a guillotine. ‘Dirty’ was the name of the heroine of
the book which he later burned, although its content was preserved as the opening section of
Blue of Noon. An obsessional or ascetic through the paradoxical nature of all of his writings,
Georges Bataille was born one year after André Breton in 1897 at Billon, Puy-de-Dome near
Clermant-Ferrant in central France. Developing from the same historical background he was a

darker, or more transgressive, figure than Breton within the surrealist movement.

Fictive or biographical his oeuvre is of extraordinary complexity, to write of it is to attempt
the ‘impossible’. Denis Hollier” states that: ‘To write on Bataille is...to betray him. At the

same time to miss him. To write on Bataille is not to write on Bataille.’

Allan Stoekl says in his introduction to Visions of Excess that Bataille’s obsessions were of an
Oedipal nature and related as Bataille himself would claim to the horror and terrors of his
early childhood. His father was blind before his birth (probably from syphilis) and became
partially paralysed before he was three years old. Bataille attended the Lycee at Rheims. Later
in 1913 he boarded at Epernay College where beginning his baccalaureate he converted to
Roman Catholicism as a supposed form of rebellion against his father. He was called-up to

join the army but demobilised after a bout of tuberculosis. By 1917 he had joined the seminary

% Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-1939 (translated by Allan Stoekl), University of
Minnesota Press, USA, 1985.
" Hollier, Denis, Against Architecture: The Writings of Georges Bataille (translated by Betsy

Wing), 1989, Cambridge: MIT.
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of Saint-Fleur with a view to becoming a priest or monk, in the same year he was admitted to
the Ecole des Chartes 1n Paris to study to be a Mediaevalist. Three years later he claimed that

he had lost his faith and his vocation.

Trained as a Mediaevalist Librarian, Bataille’s thesis which he presented in 1922 was an
edition of L’Ordre de Chevalerie. He afterwards gained a fellowship at the School of
Advanced Hispanic studies in Madrid. He is believed to have witnessed the death of the
matador Manuelo Granero, whose skull had been pierced by the bull’s horn entering through

an eye.

He met Bergson (who had dominated a period of French philosophy) in London, but perhaps
more significantly he started to read Nietzsche and later Freud. By the end of the year Bataille

had been appointed as a librarian to the Cabinet des Medailles at the Bibliotheque Nationale 1n

Paris, which was to be his profession throughout his life.

In 1923 Bataille studied under and was influenced by the Russian émigré philosopher Leon
Chestov, and began to read Dostoyevsky, Kierkegaard, Pascal but above all Nietzsche. Parallel
to this he practiced a systematic debauchery. Perhaps influenced by Dostoyevsky and spurning
the conventionality of Dada’s ‘no’, he advocated a movement which would say ‘yes’ to
everything. At this time through his friends, Michel Leiris, André Masson and Theodore
Fraenkel he was introduced to surrealism but he found the atmosphere of the circle

intimidating and distanced himself from it.

Early writings from this period express the obsessional and excremental fantasies which

possessed him, apart from W.C. a book ‘violently opposed to all dignity’ there were “The
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Solar Anus’ and ‘The Pineal Eye’. The virulence of these texts led a friend, Dr Dausse, to
arrange for him to have treatment from the liberal psychoanalyst Dr Adrien Borel. The

treatment allowed him to regain control of his life by 1927, whilst maintaining his intellectual

intensity.

What was Bataille? Was he a poet, anthropologist, theologian, political theorist or
philosopher? Unclassifiable as he is, and Bataille was against classification, Michael
Richardson has suggested that he was essentially a social philosopher. I can agree with his
assessment 1f this can be understood in profoundly radical terms. Richardson says that Bataille
speaks with a tone of complicity, and his difference from an anthropologist or sociologist is in
that he does not gather data from the external world but from an inner world and his own
sensibility. Why is he a part of my material? What part does he play in any possible discourse
on automatism? Well, if his genealogy starts with Durkheim and social relations, it is also
important to understand that the context in which he writes is a surrealist one. As a
contradictory, alternative figure to Breton he expands an understanding of the terms of
surrealism which continues to be worked upon. In the case of this thesis that is in relation to
the key terms that I have taken as interpretive models of phenomena in the function of
automatism, ‘trauma’, ‘repetition’, ‘excess’ and ‘gesture’. Terms which Bataille might expand
to: death and eroticism, structure without end, formlessness, abjection and rupture.
Referring to the fundamental principle of surrealism’' in ‘André Breton’, as, ‘Everything tends
to make us believe that there exists a certain point of the mind at which hife and death...cease
to be perceived as contradictions’. Michael Richardson’* says,

This statement relies upon the essential oneness of the universe and of our own

experience within it. It draws in particular upon two sources: the Hegelian dialectic,
based as it is on the complementarity of opposites, and the science of alchemy, which

I «Second manifesto du Surrealisme” La Revolution Surrealiste 12 (1929).

2 Richardson, Michael., Georges Bataille, Routledge, London, 1994, p. 26.
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took for its principle the hermetic principle that ‘whatever is below is like what is
above and that whatever is above is like what is below’.

He continues by saying that “There can be no question that Bataille accepted this principle as
the basis of his thought’. It 1s in this direction to which his thought is turned that an

understanding of the psychic and somatic reasoning of my argument about automatism can

also be expanded by analogy.

Bataille holds to the idea of society as a ‘compound being’ and to the impossibility of
determining ‘the point at which the human body begins or ends’. These are ideas close to
surrealism but also explored by Pierre Mabille in a book ‘Egrégores ou la vie des civilisations’
(1937), it was re-issued in 1977 (Paris: Sagittaire). To paraphrase Richardson’s explanation of
Mabille,” an “égrégore’, a term in alchemy, works on the chemical principle of precipitation
between two things conjoined which make a third, for example in a child born of disparate
beings, as a projection onto the universe and not without its own will, in effect, the universe

itself 1s reborn at the moment of each person’s birth.

The concept of ‘axes’ 1s so important to the innovative presence of Bataille’s thought that I am
going to discuss it at this point because it introduces an expansion of surrealist iconography
into the ‘abject’ and the ‘formless’ which are of significance to automatism within the context

of a contemporary practice of art.

Nietzsche’s philosophy with which Bataille was to have great affinity, was first revealed to
him by Chestov, whose own philosophy was based on a rejection of knowledge and its

replacement by faith. John Lechte says,

7 Richardson, 1994, p. 27.
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Nietzsche’s philosophy becomes a cry in the wilderness. The very notion of ‘cry’,
along with tears, anguish and laughter assumes a fundamental place in Bataille’s own
philosophical outlook. The cry is part of a series of terms which mark the presence of
the horizontal axis (the axis of difference) in Bataille’s thought.””
It is in the essay, The Pineal Eye (1930) that Bataille gives an explanation of the horizontal
axis. ‘Vegetation, occupies a position exclusively on the vertical axis, while animal life tends

towards the horizontal axis, although animals strive to raise themselves up and so assume a

certain literal verticality.’

It 1s only through understanding the influence of Hegel on Bataille that the full complexity of
this relation may be understood. In 1933 he began to attend the idiosyncratic lectures of
Alexandre Kojéve at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes on the Phenomenology of Mind which were
to have an overwhelming effect on his reception of Hegel. John Lechte has suggested that
Bataille’s article on Picasso, called ‘The Rotten Sun’ (1930), gave an intimation of how he
would respond to Hegel’s system of Absolute Knowledge, ‘the extreme point of illumination
is so illuminating that it opens the way to a certain blindness, just as one can be blinded by
looking directly into the sun’. This would lead to a ‘fall’ — like the fall of Icarus. “The
Hegelian system, as the embodiment of the transcendental vertical axis makes no room for

horizontality. Hegel’s homogenising philosophical system hides a heterogeneous, material

baseness’.

Materialism is a negative of idealism as the basis of philosophy. In the dialectical materialism
of Hegel where matter has been given the role of thought it ceased to be abstract and became a

contradiction. As a contradiction it lost its idealism and became material baseness.

¢ Lechte, John., Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers Routledge 1994, p. 98.
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Bataille rejects the representation of matter by ‘long dead’ physicists and substitutes a
representation coming from Freud based on psychological or social facts. A direct

interpretation of raw phenomena without an ideological basis.

Bataille had begun to publish scholarly texts on numismatics in ‘Arethuse’ a journal of
archaeology (1927). In 1928, with its editor Pierre d’Espezal, he persuaded the art collector
Georges Wildenstein to support a review which would combine art and ethnography and be
published by the Musee du Trocadero, later the Musee de ’Homme. The first issues bore the
stamp of Bataille’s rigour in content and in visual appearance, and he eventually became
editor. Where the publication ‘La Revolution surrealiste’, had concentrated on the group’s
experiments in automatism, ‘Documents’ employing an anthropological methodology to
examine data, created a dialectic between word and image. Michael Richardson describes
how, ‘Its appearance was especially impressive, for the visual material did not simply
illustrate the text; it commented upon it and itself functioned as part of the text’. In each issue
a ‘dictionary’ was featured which defined the meaning of particular concepts concerned with
‘baseness’, such as ‘Formless’:
A dictionary begins when 1t no longer gives the meaning of words, but their tasks.
Thus ‘formless’ 1s not only an adjective having a given meaning, but a term that serves
to bring down in the world, generally requiring that each thing have its form. What it
designates has no rights in any sense and gets itself squashed everywhere, like a spider
or an earthworm. In fact, for academic men to be happy, the universe would have to
take shape. All of philosophy has no other goal: it is a matter of giving a frock coat to

what is, a mathematical frock coat. On the other hand, affirming that the universe
resembles nothing and is onl;f5 ‘formless’ amounts to saying that the universe is

something like a spider or spit.

In 1929, after a collapse of the Surrealist Group, a number of the dissidents, including Desnos,

Leiris, Limbour, Masson and Vitrac, re-grouped around Bataille to publish in ‘Documents’.

7 Bataille, G., ‘Formless’ in Visions of Excess Selected Writings 1927 — 1939 (translated by
Allan Stoekl), University of Minnesota Press, U.S.A. 1985, p. 31.
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Breton in his ‘Second Manifesto of Surrealism’ fiercely attacked Bataille as an obsessional
and an excremental philosopher.
In M. Bataille’s case, and this is no news to anyone, what we are witnessing is an
obnoxious return to old anti-dialectical materialism, which this time is trying to force
its way gratuitously through Freud. ‘Materialism’, he says, ‘direct interpretation,

excluding all idealism, of raw phenomena, so as not to be considered as materialism in
a state of senility, ought to be based immediately on economic and social phenomena.

‘Documents’ came to an end in 1931. Meanwhile Bataille had extended his anthropological
thinking by attending the lectures of Marcel Mauss, in particular on his theories of ‘gift
exchange’ which were to underlie Bataille’s later book on economics The Accursed Share. At
the same time he extended his political thinking through readings of, Hegel, Marx, Sade,
Stirner and Trotsky. He joined the ‘Cercle Communiste Democratique’, with other dissident
surrealists, and tried to found a popular university, ‘Masses’. He also published his first two

important articles, ‘The notion of expenditure’ and ‘The psychological structure of fascism’.

I am now going to open a review of Georges Bataille’s ‘social’ thinking. The cohesive element
around which his thought revolved was the ‘sacred’ that which is on the margins and at the
heart of human society; the sacred stood alone, not as the opposite of the profane and not like
good and evil which are reflective parts of the same order of morality. The sacred was the
communal desire to communicate, the putting aside of the self for meaningful community. It
could only be reached through a transformation or a sacrifice (rupture). There were no

graduations, a profane thing had to be purified in its essence to become sacred.

Bataille’s use of the words, homogeneity (organised society based upon inflexible law and

cohesion) and heterogeneity (social forms of co-operation, custom and ritual expression) is
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).”® A heterogeneous

based on Tonnies’ distinction between ‘gesellschaft’ and ‘gemeinschaft’
society gave credence to what was on its margins as well as at the heart of its social being and
it needed to engage with the sacred to crystallise the moment of rupture where different
realities meet and real communication takes place. Excess and loss and the rupture of
mutilation and sacrifice are all dysfunctional heterogeneous elements. The anguish of being
leads to the establishment of taboos — of the forbidden, to control the prodigality of life.
Transgression leads to acceptance of the prohibited as complementary to the vertical and
homogenous life of organised society. Society could not exist without the sacred which is the
cement that bonds it with the ‘other’. The new materiality which emerged from the concept of

heterogeneous society, defined by Bataille as ‘base materialism’, was represented by the

acephale, an ancient gnostic divinity that symbolised matter as an active principle. ’’

The three books which are considered to be the most important of Bataille’s writings are all
analogues of chance, ‘chance’ which is the ‘other’ of any system. These three books, ‘Inner
Experience’, ‘Guilty’ and ‘On Nietzsche’ were written between 1941 and 1944. Their form, or
their formlessness, the shape they are, grows from a fortuitous practice of play and
contingency and in the case of ‘On Nietzsche’, on a random ‘throw of the dice’. John Lechte
says that Bataille’s text in this book is, ‘an analogue of chance in the same way that Surrealism
often aimed to be an analogue of madness’. He continues by saying that, ‘The element of
chance has to be included in any analysis of Bataille’s practice of writing; for 1t 1s as a practice
that chance fully assumes its place on the horizontal axis’. He adds, ‘To appreciate chance in

Bataille’s theoretic writings, we recall that, since Laplace, chance has often been thought of as

76 Richardson, 1994, p. 35.

77 Richardson, 1994, p. 36.
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a symptom of the limitedness of human knowledge. Chance, in short would be subjective

rather than objective in nature’. *°

Bataille wrote, ‘My life is a leap, an impulse, whose strength is chance. At this stage — at the
level at which I presently gamble my life — if I lack chance, I collapse. What am I but a man
setting chance possibilities for himself? Didn’t I give myself that power — myself?’

Within me anguish contests possibility

My anguish considers vague impossibility to be at odds with my vague desire.

Within me, now, chance and a possibility of chance contest anguish. Anguish says
‘impossible’, and impossibility depends on whims of chance.

Chance is defined by desire, though not necessarily every response to desire 1s a
chance.

Anguish can be defined as contesting chance.

Still, I grasp anguish as dependent on whims of chance, which contests, and alone
contests, the right of anguish to define us.

It’s said, ‘Instead of God there is the impossible — not God’. It should be added, ‘“The
impossible, which depends on the whims of chance.

8 On Nietzsche (translated by Bruce Boone), The Athlone Press 1992, pp. 113 and 114.
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SECTION VI: IN THE THEORY AND CRITICISM OF ART

HAROLD ROSENBERG (1906 — 1978)

Eventually becoming professor at the University of Chicago, but at this time poet and man of
letters and later art critic, Harold Rosenberg wrote a ‘momentous’’ article on Abstract
Expressionism in December 1952 entitled ‘The American Action Painters’. It was published in
Art News, on the abstract expressionist movement in general and 1t focused upon a crisis of
consciousness which had been developing, particularly among those artists involved in the

federal art projects at the time of the depression in the United States of America, in the 1930s.

Rosenberg who had shared a loft with Jackson Pollock and others in the thirties was at this
time (1952) primarily recognised as a poet. The English art critic David Sylvester says
His speculative, provocative, epigrammic essay, discovering an existentialist ethic a

Kierkgaardian anguish and a Melvillean spirit of adventure in the aspirations and the
practice of the artists, was primarily a sermon addressed to the unconverted world at

large, meaning the literary as well as the artistic community.*
It also contained an almost political warning to artists to avoid established techniques which
might bring with them complacency and a death of spirit. Harold Rosenberg (who, unlike the
critic Clement Greenberg, allowed the influence of ‘Surrealism’ on Jackson Pollock’s work)®!,
finally wrote his seminal essay, after what he described as ‘years of hanging around’ talking
about European art. °* In ‘The American Action Painters’, he says,
At a certain moment the canvas began to appear to one American painter after another as an

arena in which to act — rather than a space in which to reproduce, re-design, analyse or

‘express’ an object, actual or imagined. What was to go on the canvas was not a picture but
an event.

7 Sylvester, David. The Burlington Magazine, April 1995. The birth of ‘Woman I’.
% Sylvester, 1995, in “The birth of ‘Woman I’.

°! Naifeh, Steven and White Smith, Gregory, Jackson Pollock: An American Saga, Pimlico
1992 (1990).

% Naifah and White Smith, 1992, p. 356.
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An anti-positivist anti-materialist stance had been slow to rise in the cultural unconscious of
American art. Wayne Froman™ in a critical essay on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s aesthetics,
refers to Heidegger who indicates in his 1955 essay ‘The Question Concerning Technology’,
that art may yet hold out the possibility of extricating civilisation from the extreme danger of
the “technicity’ of our world of an oblivion where the poetic nature of our existence is, in
effect, paralysed by ‘the measurable’ and ‘the calculable’ in such a way that we can no longer

avail ourselves of the dynamic of the poetic nature of our existence. Froman continues to refer

to Heidegger’s indication that,

The mode of world-apprehension characteristic of the modern epoch accelerates this
extreme debilitation insofar as it seizes and submits any and every entity to a
systematic order that 1s thoroughly accessible to measure and to calculation... This also
results in the relegation of art to the status of the ‘merely aesthetic’. These are two of
the fundamental features of the modern epoch identified by Heidegger in his essay. In
order that art may succeed in providing a possibility for extricating civilisation from
the extreme danger or our world-historical situation, the relegation of art to the status
of the ‘merely aesthetic’ must be brought to an end.

Froman says,

Action painting ‘looks for’ the dynamic in which the art of painting originates. Action
painting proceeds by making the motion of painting the subject of painting. The open-
ended movements of the painter, animated by strains or tensions in the traces left on
the canvas of the overlap of the visual and motor fields, discompose the apprehension
of World-as-Picture. In the oscillation of those traces between associations out of
which images emerge and a sheer interplay with other such traces, action paintings
held open possibilities for modes of world-apprehension other than the apprehension of
world-as picture essential to the metaphysical foundations of the modern epoch. This
makes action painting, foundational art.

‘What ‘automatic painting’ had effected was the change from coming to the canvas as a place
to render a prior image, to coming to the canvas as a site for acting.” He also usefully describes

how, ‘ways toward adhering to the dynamic that effects a synthesis of the visual and the motor

* Froman, Wayne J. ‘Action Painting and World as Picture’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Criticism 46 (Summer 1988), pp.469-75.
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sectors of bodily experience were discovered in the limitations [sic] encountered by

“automatic painting™.’

As well as departing from the aim of representing a prior image a shift also takes place in
process, 1n the way resolutions of strains and tensions in the painter’s perceptual field give
way to new strains and traces and tensions, the result of which Rosenberg says, is that ‘dozens

of paintings disappear’ in the final work.

When André Breton made the demand in his first surrealist manifesto of 1923, for a crisis in
consciousness which would change man, the writer and critic Dore Ashton says such a literary
and anti-rationalist movement took another seventeen years to filter through to the American
cultural psyche at the beginning of the Second World War. She says, ‘it came stealthily in

small forays that enlisted just a very few of America’s artists.” **

The modern European tradition which the artist regarded as far from his inner necessities was
to lead him to reject it, for what was truer to the American experience. Paradoxically 1t was
this very reaction against European culture at the root of a new ideology, which gave such
force to what slowly emerged as a foundational art movement. It was an ideology which

nevertheless inherited the spirit of surrealism by virtue of denying it.

The acceptance of Freudian theory by the Europeans had been facilitated by their experiences
in the First World War. Dore Ashton®™ says in quoting one of the editorials in a View magazine
of 1943, which looks back to the twenties and thirties, ‘the two main themes of inspiration

were the unconscious and the masses’.

8¢ Ashton, Dore. The New York School University of California Press, 1992 (1973), p. 85.
85 Ashton, 1992 (1973), p. 20.
72



Harold Rosenberg writing in 1942, satirised Greenwich Village radicalism in, ‘Breton — A
Dialogue’. His greater scepticism towards the issues of the thirties which had been so
endlessly discussed by artists, does not entirely mask his underlying belief in their seriousness.
Earlier still in the Marxist-influenced analysis of art history by Meyer Shapiro in 1936, he
wrote,
If modern art seems to have no social necessity, it is because the social has been
narrowly 1identified with the collective as the anti-individual, and with repressive
Institutions and beliefs, like the church or the state or morality, to which most
individuals submit. But even those activities in which the individual seems to be
unconstrained and purely egoistic depend upon socially organised relationships.
Dore Ashton writes of,
two important considerations (which) appear to have shaped his [Shapiro’s] work. The
first is his conviction that the modemn artist’s rejection of history as such is unhealthy;

the second 1s that the correct reading of modern art history must place it in a general
historical context, or ‘in society’.

Dore Ashton has said that the importance of little reviews, journals and periodicals should not
be underestimated in their role as channels of information, although the thirties journals such
as Vanity Fair and Dial were almost exclusively concerned with the European avant-garde in
art. But as she says Rosenberg wrote in 1940, the fall of Paris had shut down the laboratory of
the twentieth century. Many of the great protagonists of modernism’s Abstraction, Surrealism
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