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Preface

Folds, blobs, nets, skins, diagrams: all words that have been employed to de-
scribe theoretical and design procedures over the last decade, and that have
rapidly replaced the cuts, rifts, faults, and negations associated with deconstruc-
tion, which had previously displaced the types, signs, structures, and mor-
phologies of rationalism. The new vocabulary has something to do with
contemporary interest in the informe; it seems to draw its energies from a
rereading of Bataille and a new interest in Deleuze and Guattari; its movies of
choice would perhaps be Crash before Blade Runner, The Matrix before Brazil;
its favorite reading might take in Burroughs (but no longer Gibson), Zizek (but
maybe not Derrida). The representative forms of this by now strong tendency
are complex and curved, smooth and intersecting, polished and translucent,
thin and diagrammatic. Both the new vocabulary and its materializations in-
tersect with and take many of their techniques from digital technology; indeed
many of the projected and built designs would be unrealizable, if not unimag-
inable, without it. They are words and forms conceived and manipulated in a
virtual space, with, nevertheless, an intimate relationship to production tech-
niques and the technology of materials. Such a relationship would be impos-
sible without the digital interface that construes information, theoretical and
practical, according to the same rules of representation and replication.

The terms and forms of this new tendency take their place, however, no
matter how unprecedented they may seem, within a particular modernist ge-
nealogy, on which they draw for their imagery as well as their philosophy. A
common concern for space albeit defined in an entirely different manner from
that of the first avant-gardes, and a similarly shared registration of the after-
effects of psychology and psychoanalysis, provide a historical continuity with
early twentieth-century developments. The intersection of spatial thought
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with psychoanalytical thought, of the nature of containment and the charac-
teristics of the subject, has been a preoccupation of social and aesthetic dis-
course since the turn of the century; certain of the avant-garde movements of
the 1920s and 1930s, among them expressionism, explored this intersection in
terms of its representation; contemporary experimentation preserves these two
terms, while distorting the traditional space of modernism and questioning the
equally traditional fiction of the humanist subject. The results in each case,
theoretically or in design, have been the production of a kind of warping,
which I have called warped space.

In this book I am concerned with two apparently distinct burt in fact
closely related forms of spatial warping. The first is that produced by the psy-
chological culture of modernism from the late nineteenth century to the pres-
ent, with its emphasis on the nature of space as a projection of the subject, and
thus as a harbinger and repository of all the neuroses and phobias of that sub-
ject. Space, in this ascription, is not empty, but full of disturbing objects and
forms, among which the forms of architecture and the city take their place. The
arts of representation, in their turn, are drawn to depict such subject/object
disturbances, themselves distorting the conventional ways in which space has
been described since the Renaissance.

The second kind of warping is that produced by the forced intersection
of different media—*film, photography, art, architecture—in a way that breaks
the boundaries of genre and the separate arts in response to the need to depict
space in new and unparalleled ways. Artists, rather than simply extending their
terms of reference to the three-dimensional, take on the questions of architec-
ture as an integral and critical part of their work in installations that seek to
criticize the traditional terms of art. Architects, in a parallel way, are exploring
the processes and forms of art, often on the terms set out by artists, in order to
escape the rigid codes of functionalism and formalism. This intersection has
engendered a kind of “intermediary art,” comprised of objects that, while sit-
uated ostensibly in one practice, require the interpretive terms of another for
their explication.

The relationship between these two kinds of warping, psychological and
artistic, is established by the common ground of all artistic and architectural
practice in modernity: the space of metropolis, in its different forms and cul-
tural identifications, from the Vienna and Betlin of the late nineteenth century



to the Los Angeles of the late twentieth. This space, whether examined socio-
logically, psychologically, or aesthetically, has operated as the flux, so to speak,
in which subjects and objects have been forced to adjust their always uneasy re-
lations. And whether architects or artists seck to solve the problems inherent in
metropolitan life with material or utopian solutions, or simply to represent
them in all their implicit horror and excitement, the need to develop new forms
of expression was and is the result. Without idealistic enthusiasm, but also with
no extreme dystopianism, I have examined a few of the examples of this pro-
cess that, in all its ramifications, underlies the continuing experiment we call

modernism.

Anthony Vidler
Los Angeles, May 1999
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Introduction

In this book I explore the anxious visions of the modern subject caught in spatial
systems beyond its control and attempting to make representational and archi-
tectural sense of its predicament. Fear, anxiety, estrangement, and their psycho-
logical counterparts, anxiety neuroses and phobias, have been intimately linked
to the aesthetics of space throughout the modern period. Romanticism, with its
delight in the terrifying sublime, saw fear and horror lurking in landscapes, do-
mestic scenes, and city streets. Modernism, while displacing many such spatial
fears to the domain of psychoanalysis, was nevertheless equally subject to fears
newly identified as endemic to the metropolis, forming its notions of abstraction
under the sign of neurasthenia and agoraphobia and calculating its modes of rep-
resentation according to the psychological disturbances of an alienated subject.
Space, in these various iterations, has been increasingly defined as a product of
subjective projection and introjection, as opposed to a stable container of objects
and bodies. From the beginning of the century, the apparently fixed laws of per-
spective have been transformed, transgressed, and ignored in the search to repre-
sent the space of modern identity. Thus the body in pieces, physiognomy
distorted by inner pain, architectural space as claustrophobic, urban space as ago-
raphobic, all warpings of the normal to express the pathological became the leit-
motivs of avant-garde art. The vocabularies of displacement and fracture,
torquing and twisting, pressure and release, void and block, 7nforme and hyper-
form that they developed are still active today, deployed in work that seeks to re-
veal, if not critique, the conditions of a less than settled everyday life.

Thus the virtual fears of late modernity, whether expressed in the elo-
quentsilence of Daniel Libeskind’s bunkerlike interiors in the Jewish Museum,
Berlin, or the even more mute casts of traditional domestic space fabricated by

Rachel Whiteread in her House project, bear at least a family resemblance to the
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old phobias of modernity as imaged in the shattered perspectives of expres-
sionism, the rigorous abstraction of purism, the unsettling dreams of surreal-
ism, the Merzbau of Dada. In both, a sense of loss and mourning, informed by
psychological and psychoanalytical theory, has led to an effort to construe an
aesthetic equivalent; in both, the generation of this equivalent has forced the
aesthetic into new and sometimes excessive modes of expression. What I have
called warped space would be, in an initial formulation, a metaphor that in-
cludes all the varieties of such forcing, the attempt, however vain, to permeate
the formal with the psychological.

In this sense the themes of this book continue and develop the questions
raised in my earlier study The Architectural Uncanny. Toward the end of that
book, I introduced the ideas of “dark space” and “transparency” in the context
of psychological theories of doubling and identity, most particularly in the im-
plications of Roger Caillois’s notion of “legendary psychasthenia” or spatial ab-
sorption for current critiques of architectural monumentality. Noting that
Jacques Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage might offer an entry point for the in-
terpretation of modernist transparency and its contemporary opaque or translu-
cent variations, I concluded with a reference to Lacan’s seminar of 1963, on the
general subject of angoisse or anxiety. Concerned with the uncanny effects of
mirroring, shadowing, and loss of face, I proposed that the soft surfaces of the
new, antitransparent architecture of Rem Koolhaas and many of his contem-
poraries, rather than diminishing the anxiety of the modern subject in the evi-
dent absence of transparency and its substitution by reflectivity, tended to
reformulate the conditions of interiority and exteriority with reference to the
body. In this formulation, the paranoiac space of modernism would be mutated
into a realm of panic, where all limits and boundaries would, I hazarded, “be-
come blurred in a thick, almost palpable substance that has substituted itself; al-
most imperceptibly, for traditional [i.e., modern, body-centered] architecture.”

In the present work I have extended the question of anxiety and the para-
noid subject of modernity beyond the question of the domestic uncanny (lit-
erally “the unhomely”), to consider the idea of phobic space and its design
corollary warped space, understood as a more general phenomenon touching
the entirety of public territories—the landscapes of fear and the topographies
of despair created as a result of modern technological and capitalist develop-
ment, from Metropolis to Megalopolis, so to speak. These questions are con-



sidered in the context of an earlier, apparently triumphant urbanism and mon-
umental architectural modernity that, precisely at the moment of its greatest
self-confidence and activity in the newly emerging metropolises, underwent a
crisis of identity, expressed not only in the social criticism of the 1900s but also
in the unsettling of representation itself, the abandonment of the historical
certainties of realism in favor of an always ambiguous abstraction. Such ab-
straction, analyzed in the context of the new psychologies of perception,
seemed to many to be itself born out of spatial fear, the “spiritual dread of
space” that the art historian Wilhelm Worringer saw as the motive for the use
of the “defensive” forms of geometry, as opposed to the more natural, empa-
thetic forms of a society at one with its surroundings.

The Enlightenment dream of rational and transparent space, as inherited
by modernist utopianism, was troubled from the outset by the realization that
space as such was posited on the basis of an aesthetics of uncertainty and move-
ment and a psychology of anxiety, whether nostalgically melancholic or progres-
sively anticipatory.? This was on one level inevitable. With its roots in the
empirical psychology and neo-Kantian formalism of the late nineteenth cen-
tury—Robert Vischer’s theories of optical perception, Theodor Lipps’s concepts
of empathy and Raumdisthetik, and Conrad Fiedler’s mentalism—the psychology
of space was devoted to calibrating the endlessly shifting sensations and moods
of a perceiving subject whose perceptions had less to do with what was objectively
“there” than with what was projected as seen.? The modern preoccupation with
space was thus founded on the understanding that the relationship between a
viewer and a work of art was based on a shifting “point of view” determined by
amoving body, a theory worked out in popular art criticism by Adolf Hildebrand
and in art history by Alois Riegl. The spatial dimension rapidly became a central
preoccupation for those interested in understanding the special conditions of ar-
chitecture, an art that, while perceived visually, was experienced in space.* As
summarized by Mitchell W. Schwarzer, the “emergence of architectural space”
was an outgrowth of the developing sciences of optical perception and psychol-
ogy, leading to what he calls a kind of “perceptual empiricism” and thence to the
notion of a space that, rather than being understood as a passive container of
objects and bodies, was suddenly charged with all the dimensions of a relative,
moving, dynamic entity.’” Thus the psychological theories of Hermann Lotz
and Wilhelm Wundyt, followed by Lipps and Vischer, which studied space as a
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function of the impressions of bodily movement on the mind, were joined to the
implicit spatiality of Gottfried Semper’s anthropology of enclosure and Richard
Lucae’s history of spatial aesthetics.

Perhaps the foremost exponent of spatial architecture was August
Schmarsow, who countered Heinrizh Wolfflin’s static psychology of the mon-
ument as reflection of the body (as outlined in his early work Prolegomena to a
Psychology of Architecture)® and equally resisted Semper’s theory of “dressing” or
the enclosure as a result of hanging the “wall” on a structural frame. By con-
trast, Schmarsow posited that space, and architectural space in particular, was
an active bodily creation and perception. In a series of writings between 1893
and 1895, he developed a psychological characterization of space, based on a
concept of “intuited form,” built up out of the sense of sight joined to “the
residues of sensory experience to which the muscular sensations of our body,
the sensitivity of our skin, and the structure of our body all contribute. . . .
Our sense of space [Raumgefiih!] and spatial imagination [Raumphantasie]
press toward spatial creation [Raumgestaltung]; they seek their satisfaction in
art. We call this art architecture; in plain words, it is the creatress of space
[Raumgestalterin].”” Out of the child’s first atctempts to establish boundaries
and walls in nature, followed by the building of walls, hedges, or fences and at-
tended by the gradual development of geometry, architectural organization
emerges as the abstraction of natural intuitions, the setting up of axes for vi-
sion and movement; vertical lines carried, so to speak, by bodies in forward mo-
tion set up depth, both virtually and literally, and thence a space for free
movement. Schmarsow emphasizes the need of the body to exist with enough
“elbow room” or Spielraum, a concept that will be adopted by Wolflin and
Benjamin to characterize the “spatial fullness” of Renaissance architecture.
Thus, for Schmarsow, “the history of architecture is the history of the sense of
space,” and its continued life in the present depends on the renewal of this
sense in contemporary terms—in “the age of railway stations and market
halls”—and not on the repetition of older forms of spatial expression.® In-
evitably, as the notion of architectural space as having a historical specificity
was seized on to give new life to the historicist paradigm, the history of styles
was gradually dissolved into, or replaced by, the history of spaces.” By 1914 this
understanding of the space of humanist play had become widely accepted.
Geoffrey Scott, who had, as Reyner Banham notes, served as Bernard Beren-



son’s secretary and thus come into contact with the circle of aestheticians and
historians following Lipps, wrote: “To enclose a space is the object of building;
when we build we do but detach a convenient quantity of space, seclude it and
protect it, and all architecture springs from that necessity. But aesthetically
space is even more supreme. The architect models in space as a sculptor in clay.
He designs his space as a work of art.”!

Schmarsow’s “body” paradigm for space was countered by the less haptic
and more optical theories of Riegl. For Riegl, indeed, space was not always pres-
ent as a foundational quality of architecture, only appearing comparatively late
in the history of vision in the late Roman period. Riegl’s notion of a spatial pro-
gression from the “close-up” and haptic forms of Egypt, through the “normal”
distance of vision practiced by the Greeks, to the deep and ambiguous spatial
form of late Rome was important in the theoretical development of perspec-
tive theory, and especially so, as we shall see, to Walter Benjamin and Erwin
Panofsky.!" Similarly, and again without the specifically corporeal ingredients
of Schmarsow, Paul Frankl, in his thesis of 1913-1914, Die Entwicklungs-
phasen der neueren Baukunst, translated as Principles of Architectural History,
grafted a spatial history of architecture since the Renaissance on the time-
honored perdiodization of historicism. His four categories, spatial form, cor-
poreal form, visible form, and purposive intention, were explored in the
context of four periods or phases, with the intent of reformulating the ques-
tion of style according to spatio-formal criteria that acted together to form a
total building: “The visual impression, the image produced by differences of
light and color, is primary in our perception of a building. We empirically re-
interpret this image into a conception of corporeality, and this defines the form
of the space within, whether we read it from outside or stand in the interior. But
optical appearances, corporeality, and space, do not alone make a building. . . .
Once we have interpreted the optical image into a conception of space, en-
closed by mass, we read its purpose from the spatial form.”'?

The developmental history of space was to be canonized, so to speak,
within the modernist tradition by the publication of Sigfried Giedion’s Space,
Time and Architecture in 1941.13 For Giedion, as for most modernist architects,
the invention of a new space conception was the leitmotiv of modernity itself,
supported by the modernist avant-garde call for an escape from history, that
affirmed the importance of space both for architectural planning and form and
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for modern life as a whole. The idea of space held the double promise of dis-
solving rigid stylistic characterization into fundamental three-dimensional
organizations and of providing the essential material, so to speak, for the
development of a truly modern architecture. For modernist architects these
spatial theories offered a way of escaping the historicist trap of stylistic revival-
ism and incorporating time, movement, and social life into the conceptualiza-
tion of abstract form in general, as well as implying a way of defining the terms
of this new life, its relationship to nature and the body. The history of mod-
ernism, indeed, might be and has often been written as a history of compet-
ing ideas of space. At the turn of the century, Hendrik Berlage wrote on
“Raumkunst und Architektur” in 1907.'4 August Endell, who had followed the
lectures of Theodor Lipps in Munich, joined spatial theory to empathy theory
in his Die Schinbeit des grossen Stadt of 1908; both authors have been seen as
influential on the spatial ideas of Mies van der Rohe.! The Dutch architects
and painters in the De Stijl group, including Theo van Doesburg and Piet
Mondrian, advanced their revolutionary concepts of “neoplastic” space in their
own journal. In the United States, Frank Lloyd Wright took on the entire space
of the continent in his vision of a “prairie” space, fit for democratic individu-
alists. His Viennese assistant, Rudolph Schindler, dubbed this “space architec-
ture” in a brief homage to what he called this “new medium” published in
1934.'¢ In France, the reflections of Henri Bergson on time, movement, and
space were quickly picked up by architects and artists, were incorporated into
the popular writings of Elie Faure, and were taken up by the painter Amédée
Ozenfant and the architect Le Corbusier, later to be elaborated into the latter’s
poetic evocation of a modernist espace indicible or “ineffable space.”

The formal experimentation of the first avant-gardes was, in part at least,
an attempt to represent the spatio-temporal dislocations of relativity in philos-
ophy, mathematics, and later physics, while at the same time registering the
psychic effects of modern life on the individual and mass subject. From the
standpoint of the end of the century, we are able to register a continuity in all
subsequent attempts, across media and in different artistic practices, that seek
to mirror each successive stage of technological development, consumer spec-
tacle, and subjective disquiet. What has been variously termed the “death” of
the subject or its “disappearance” refers to the gradual transformation of the ro-
mantic ideal of individuality under these developments, and it is not surpris-



ing that spatial concepts reveal a similar, parallel history, from an ideal of “full-
ness” to an increased sense of “flattening” and distortion.

To compare contemporary forms of expression to early twentieth-
century avant-garde aesthetics may seem forced, however, or at least superficial;
after all, the revivalisms of postmodernism and deconstructivism have tended
to debase any sense of continuity with the architecture of the teens and twen-
ties. Certainly, in a moment when space warp has become an almost daily
experience as we are hurled at apparently mind-numbing speed through
the computer-simulated corridors of the latest CD-ROM game release, early
twentieth-century spatial forms may seem a little quaint, if not primitive. The
geometrical attempts of the early modernists to emulate the collapsing of space
and time seem on one level as distant from today’s virtual reality environments
as are the rusty engines of the first industrial revolution from contemporary
computers. Where the effort of conception embodied in the “gravity-free” pro-
jections of an El Lissitzky, the montage experiments of a Sergei Eisenstein, the
promenades architecturales of a Le Corbusier were replicated in laborious pro-
cesses of visual representation and reproduction, the techniques of postdigital
culture reproduce such forms as the effortless effects of keystroke manipula-
tions. As exemplified in the exuberant forms of Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim
Museum at Bilbao, Spain, the architectural results of digital manipulations
both explore hitherto unimaginable complexity and, with the mechanics of the
design process now digitally linked to that of the fabrication process, work to
revolutionize the mode of production itself.

Nevertheless, despite such obvious differences, the contemporary graphic
effects of digital space are in fact deeply obligated to the representational exper-
iments of modernism, in a way that carries serious implications for the theo-
rization of virtuality. The expressionist dreams of Hermann Finsterlin and the
curves of Bilbao are linked in more than an overt formalism. For while it is true
that the gamut of representational techniques has been apparently increased, it
is also the case that little has changed in the framing of space itself over the mod-
ern period. Perspective is still the rule in virtual reality environments; objects are
still conceived and represented within all the three-dimensional conventions of
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century practice. Ostensibly, there is as little to
distinguish Alberti’s window from a computer screen as there is to differentiate
an eighteenth-century axonometric by Gaspard Monge from a wire-frame
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dinosaur generated by Industrial Light and Magic. What has changed is the
technique of simulation and, even more importantly, the place, or position, of
the subject or traditional “viewer” of the representation. Between contemporary
virtual space and modernist space there lies an aporia formed by the autogener-
ative nature of the computer program, and its real blindness to the viewer’s pres-
ence. In this sense, the screen is not a picture, and certainly not a surrogate
window, but rather an ambiguous and unfixed location for a subject.

The complex intersection of traditional perspectival thought, and its
modernist distortions, with contemporary digital culture has had an accord-
ingly complicated effect on theory. On the one hand, art historians and stu-
dents of cultural studies have been drawn to reinvestigate the sources of
modern vision, the theoretical premises of the “techniques of the observer,” as
Jonathan Crary has succinctly put it.'” On the other hand, digital enthusiasts
have claimed, but not entirely proved, a new and uncharted era to be in the
making. I tend to believe in a less distinct separation between modernism and
the present: that a rigorous examination of traditional and modernist vision is
essential to an understanding of the continuing use of these techniques in dig-
italization; which does not mean that the very nature of digitalization has not
fundamentally altered the way in which we look and are looked at in space.

The conditions for thinking these fundamental problems in vision and
spatiality were forged in the early modernist period itself, with the introduction
of that particular form of virtuality known as psychological projection or in-
trojection—a phenomenon often overlooked in the heavy-handed glorification
and literalization of reality propounded by much contemporary virtual reality.
The upsetting of the Albertian/Cartesian/Kantian paradigms of space and rep-
resentational techniques by psychoanalysis and psychology, placing the onus of
sight not on the technique but on the observer, was the first step in the forma-
tion of the relatively differentiated subject, immersed in the apparent chaos of
a space-time atomic universe, a universe now represented by the distortions of
cubism, futurism, expressionism, and the like.

The Renaissance discovery of perspective, however, and the subsequent
theoretical and experiential permutations that have apparently placed the
viewer/subject in what many historians have argued is a continual erosion, if not
explosion, of the humanist viewpoint, has not been entirely obviated or denied
by psycho-physiological warping, literal or phenomenal. Even as Erwin Panof-



sky understood that “perspective transforms psychophysiological space into
mathematical space,” so his recent interpreter Hubert Damisch insists on the
controlling and systematic distinction between the space of the “desiring sub-
ject” (that posited both by Foucault in his interpretation of Veldsquez's painting
Las Meninas, and by Lacan in his concept of a “tableau” as the “relation through
which the subject comes to find its bearings as such”) and that of the Cartesian
subject (the subject that “in the historically defined moment of the cogizo, gives
itself out to be the correlative of science”).'® Despite their differences, Panofsky
and Damisch both conclude, however, that modernism did not entirely disturb
the reign of perspectival culture: Panofsky by rejecting El Lissitzky’s claim that
anew “pan-geometrical” space had been created by constructivism, Damisch by
registering the idea that beyond all scientific or psychoanalytical models, per-
spective remains “thinking in painting,” a formal apparatus given to the artist
similar to that of the sentence in language. For the purposes of the following re-
flections, we might say, echoing Damisch and agreeing with Panofsky, that the
warping of perspectival space is tantamount to the marking of a process of
thinking in architecture, a discursive meditation on the place of the subject and
the other in space and the way in which architecture might mark a reflection on
this place.'” For, as Damisch has pointed out, any theory that perspective has ac-
complished its referentiality fails to take into account its increasing ubiquity and
utility in video and digital representation. “Without any doubt,” Damisch
writes, “our period is much more massively ‘informed’ by the perspective para-
digm, thanks to photography, film, and now video, than was the fifteenth cen-
tury, which could boast of very few ‘correct’ perspective constructions.”?® And
while modernism held onto the belief in a fundamental paradigm shift follow-
ing the introduction of the theory of relativity, this shift was inevitably calcu-
lated with reference to, and in Damisch’s terms within, the perspective cast.

The book is organized roughly according to the chronology of modernist spa-
tial history, from the late nineteenth century to the present. Part I discusses the
emergence of a psychological idea of space as it is joined to an increasing sense
of anxiety, from the sacred horror of Pascal reflecting on the difficulties of rea-
son and science to comprehend an ever-enlarging and potentially empty uni-
verse, to the effects of psychology on aesthetics and art history around the
turn of the century, and thence to the psychological identification of spatial
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phobias after 1870, and especially those of agoraphobia and claustrophobia
that seem to trace their origins directly to the nature of modern life and its spa-
tial conditions. The generalization of an anxiety of modernity quickly became
the leitmotiv of theories of alienation and estrangement in the sociological
analyses of Georg Simmel and his contemporaries, and was thence adopted
and expanded in the criticism of Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and
others, who attempted to measure the effect of the new mass media and their
technological underpinnings on the traditional forms of representation through
an often despondent analysis of the deracinated subject of modern culture.
Benjamin reflects the emerging sense on the part of critics and artists alike that
space as a humanist construction, concretized in the perspective experiments of
the Renaissance, is in the modern period gradually becoming flattened out,
closed in, exhausted, in such a way as to reduce the “elbow room” of the human
subject, as Benjamin put it; a sense that is countered by the post-Nietzschean
imagination of Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe, among others, who be-
lieved that the “end of perspective” was an overcoming, a liberating leap into
infinity for modernist “man.” I draw out these questions in the context of early
twentieth-century debates over the nature and role of spatial distortion in the
montage techniques of film, and in the formal attempts of architects like Le
Corbusier to design spaces that will both imply and sustain such movement in
practice, precipitated literally by his move to aerial vision in the design of ur-
ban and territorial space.

Part IT explores the way in which a number of contemporary artists and
architects, preoccupied with the relations of space to bodies, psyches, and ob-
jects, have responded to the present conditions with projects that deploy psy-
choanalytical and psychological insights to put the assumed stabilities of the
viewing subject into question. Here I am especially concerned with how the
convergence and collision of architectural and artistic media have produced
unique forms of spatial warping. Artists who have taken on the question of ar-
chitecture, and architects who have taken on the question of art, have in the last
decade significantly changed the way in which a genre- and practice-based space
might be read. While in the work and theory of the first avant-gardes such in-
terchanges were frequent—between architecture properly speaking, art, instal-
lation, and drama—they were by and large undertaken within a general theory

of spatial construction as a universal flux, a medium, so to speak, that subsumed



and informed all media. Today, however, with the boundary lines between the
arts quite strictly drawn, and with no such overarching theory of space, the
transgression of art and architecture takes on a definite critical role. Thus, as I
point out in the chapter on Mike Kelley, sculpture does not simply “expand its
field,” but rather takes in the theoretical practices of architecture in order to
transform its field. Similarly, architecture’s manipulation as an art practice, as a
design strategy, is undertaken with a full consciousness of what is being rejected
or transformed in architectural terms—functionalism, for example, or the for-
mal codes of modernist abstraction, or, again, specifically architectural typolo-
gies. In both cases the spatial results are not radically different in appearance, but
the special distortions achieved in individual practices are radical.

Here, Vito Acconci’s architectural installations, Rachel Whiteread’s cast
spaces, Toba Khedoori’s floating fragments, Mike Kelley’s investigations into
his (repressed) memory of an architecturally bounded past, and Martha
Rosler’s freeway and airport photographs are seen as staging disruptive incur-
sions into the normal patterns of spatial organization and experience and in-
terrogations of more pathological kinds. In these works artists have deployed
architectural modes of perception and projection in order to resituate the art
object, butalso to extend the vocabulary of spatial reference back into the lived
world as criticism and comment. Architects, similarly, have self-consciously put
the notion of the Cartesian subject at risk, with spatial morphings and warp-
ings that, while seemingly based on avant-garde precedents from the twenties,
necessarily construe space in post-psychoanalytical, postdigital ways. The most
celebrated example of this wave of warpings is, of course, Gehry’s Bilbao mu-
seum, with its twisting and thrusting volumes encased in titanium scales, itself
housing a sculpture by Richard Serra, whose own Zorqued Ellipses have pushed
the limits of steel fatigue and destabilized the viewing subject in extreme ways.
But a range of other experiments, including the utopian expressionism of
Coop Himmelblau, the fractured geometries of Eric Owen Moss, the attenu-
ated and half-submerged figurations of Morphosis, the unhomely voids of
Daniel Libeskind, the inhuman yet animistic blobs, skins, and nets of Greg
Lynn, all contribute to the sense of a new kind of spatial order emerging in ar-
chitecture, one that, as I argue, has more than a visual similarity with earlier
avant-garde experiments, but that also demands an extension of reference and
interpretation with regard to its digital production and reproduction.

10
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Introduction

In this book I have not sought to provide a comprehensive account of the his-
tory of the idea of space in modern culture—a subject with an already exten-
sive bibliography and still giving rise to lively contemporary debates.?! The
analysis of spatial questions has preoccupied a number of critics and historians
since the early 1970s: the work of Henri Lefebvre, Michel Foucault, Gilles
Deleuze, and Paul Virilio, among many others, and more recently the studies
of Bernard Cache, Victor Burgin, and Elizabeth Grosz, have added spatial cat-
egory to spatial category.?? Lefebvre’s spaces—“social,” “absolute,” “abstract,”
“Contradictory,” and “Differential”—have been multiplied in theory by
“oblique,” “Other,” “perverse,” “scopophilic,” “paranoiac,” “postmodern,”
“hyper,” and “cyber” spaces, not to mention the Deleuzean roster of “folded,”
“smooth,” and “striated” space. It is not my intention in this book to add to the
list. Indeed, I have deliberately left definitions vague in order to allow attribu-
tions of “warped” and “warping” their full analogical and metaphorical play in
a number of different contexts, from the expressionist and filmic “explosions”
of the 1920s, through the psychoanalytical projections of the 1970s, to the
fully fledged warp techniques of digital imaging and virtual movement.

If there is a single consistency in my treatment of space, it is that I am less
interested in the purity of single definitions from philosophy or psychoanalysis,
or in the literal fashioning of space that seems to be warped, than I am in the in-
tersection of the two: the complex exercise of projection and introjection in the
process of inventing a paradigm of representation, an “imago” of architecture,
so to speak, that reverberates with all the problematics of a subject’s own condi-
tion. Here, Lefebvre’s classification of three types of intersecting space proves
useful, despite his subordination of psychoanalysis to production. For Lefebvre
it was important to distinguish between “spatial practice” properly speaking (the
process of the production and reproduction of space, as well as the relationship
of society to space); “representations of space,” or conceptualized space (the
“space of planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers”);
and “representational spaces” or spaces that are “directly /ived,” overlaid on ac-
tual physical spaces, and appropriated symbolically.?* Victor Burgin has made
good use of these distinctions in his clarification of the debate between Mike
Davis, Ed Soja, and Fredric Jameson over the implications of the latter’s analy-
sis of the Hotel Bonaventure in Los Angeles, pointing out that the apparent dif-
ferences among the three writers refer less to arguments in kind than to differing



levels of spatial interest. In this regard, my own criticism is consciously limited
to that of representational space, or the space produced by architects, artists, and
critics, as it is marked by the one spatial practice left unanalyzed by Lefebvre:
that of the post-psychoanalytical imaginary, as it seeks to trace out the sites of anx-
iety and disturbance in the modern city.24

Finally, while touching on aspects of psychology and psychoanalysis, I
am not in any way attempting to develop a coherent theory of psychological
space, and certainly not one that might lead to an architecture more suited to
the contemporary subject and its technological extensions. Nor am I claiming
that the examples in architectural, urban, and artistic practice that I cite are in
any sense psychological structures, or can be seen as exemplary signs of the psy-
che at work in object formation. No particular formal or nonformal event can
be claimed for psychoanalysis; but many such experiences and experiments can
form the subjects of an interpretation informed by psychoanalysis, one that
might in some way throw light on the endlessly shifting relations of spatial con-
struction to identity.

At times, however, I have taken the decidedly poetic liberty of shifting
the emphasis of psychoanalytical interpretation from subject to object. That s,
as Mark Cousins has observed, I have from time to time imagined that a psy-
choanalysis of architecture might be possible—as if architecture were on the
couch so to speak—that would reveal, by implication, and reflection, its rela-
tionship with its “subjects.” Thus personified as the “other,” architecture and
its relationship to space may be, in Lacanian terms, figured as the mirror, and
thence the frame of anxiety and shape of desire.”> I have indulged in this
somewhat perverse reversal of orthodox theory as a way of stressing the active
role of objects and spaces in anxiety and phobia. While of course recognizing
that psychoanalysis traces the roots of such neuroses to etiologies of sexuality,
of desire for the other, of castration anxiety, and so forth, I have wanted to pre-
serve the initiatory role of space and objects in anxiety production, and espe-
cially with regard to the representation of such anxiety in art. Thus, despite the
“heredity thesis” of Charcotand his followers, I have preferred to retain a sense
of agoraphobic and claustrophobic space as generator of fear; similarly, I have
preserved the sense of the “window” as transparent cut between inside and out,
even as | recognize Freud’s wish to see it as displacement for another scene.
Along these lines, I am as intrigued by the phantom vision of the wolves
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through the window as I am by the primal scene they mask; by the warchouses
and horse-infested streets of Little Hans’s Vienna, as much as by the disclosure
of the “real” origins of his phobic disorder. My strategy is perhaps best illus-
trated with reference to Lacan’s explanation of the Pascalian “void” or “vac-
uum” as reflecting the philosopher’s interest in desire. Interpreting Pascal’s
scientific experiments on the vacuum as an attack on contemporaries who were
horrified by desire, and constructing, so to speak, a Lacanian Pascal function-
ing according to the rules of “desire for the other,” Lacan noted:

This void does not at all interest us theoretically. For us it has almost no
more sense. We know that in the vacuum can still be produced knots,
solids, packets of waves, and everything you want. And for Pascal, pre-
cisely because, save for nature, the whole of thought until then had held
in horror whatever could have a void somewhere, it is that which is drawn
to our attention, and to know if we too do not surrender from time to
time to this horror.2

While admitting the psychoanalytic relevance of Lacan’s emphasis, I would
empbhasize, in contradiction to Lacan, that it is what the void can hold, and its
continuous propensity to inspire horror, that interests me most. Indeed, it is the
nature of these strange “knots, solids, packets of waves,” this “everything you
want” that may be produced in a vacuum, or by a vacuum, that is the under-
lying question of this book.?” All representations of anxiety or horror in the face
of thevoid, these phantom shapes are, as occasion demands, sometimes named
architecture, sometimes urban spaces; and their proliferation and mutation has
been the object of representation in the arts for more than a century. Their re-
cent entry into virtual space has simply multiplied their potential for morph-
ing, and obscured still further their place and role in relation to their subjects,
we who “from time to time surrender to their horror.”

One final note. I want to emphasize that in discussing cultural responses
to the psychological identification of various phobias, and in analyzing the tex-
tual accounts of psychoanalysis for their spatial implications, I am in no way
intending to comment on or diminish the importance and severity of mental
disturbance, its various etiologies and possible cures.
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Horror Vacui

Constructing the Void from Pascal to Freud

Le silence éternel de ces espaces infinis m’effraie.

Blaise Pascal, Pensées

In 1895, in the midst of his studies on anxiety neuroses, obsessions, and pho-
bias, Freud addressed himself to a French audience with the aim of “correct-
ing” Jean-Martin Charcot on the nature of such phenomena.! He began by
putting to one side a specific kind of obsession, an example of which was ex-
hibited by the philosopher Pascal and was apparently well enough known to
stand with lictle explanation:

I propose in the first place to exclude a group of intense obsessions which
are nothing but memories, unaltered images of important events. As an
example I may cite Pascal’s obsession: he always thought he saw an abyss
on his left hand “after he had nearly been thrown into the Seine in his
coach.” Such obsessions and phobias, which might be called mraumatic,
are allied to the symptoms of hysteria.?

Freud uses this example to point to the difference between what he calls “in-
tense obsessions,” which are littdle more than simple memories or “unaltered
images of important events,” and “true obsessions,” which combine a forceful
idea and an associated emotional state; he further distinguishes these true ob-
sessions from phobias, where the emotional state is one of anxiety (angoisse in
the original French version). Here I am not so concerned with Freud’s dismissal
of this abyssal anxiety, nor why he felt so confident in excluding Pascal from
the realm of true obsession or of phobia, but rather with the place held by the
seventeenth-century philosopher in the history of such neurosis, a place that



Horror Vacui

1. Blaise Pascal,
"Experiments with the
Equilibrium of Liquids
and the Weight of Air,"
Traitez de I'équilibre des
liqueurs et de la pesan-
teur de la masse de I'air
(Paris, 1663).

was secure enough in the medical tradition to warrant its initial and immedi-
ate exclusion by Freud.

In a footnote to this article, Freud acknowledged his debt to the latest
French work on phobias, J. B. E. Gélineau’s Des peurs maladives ou phobies,
published in 1894. If we follow this trail backward, we find that Gélineau’s
contemporaries are themselves somewhat obsessed with Pascal’s obsession, of-
ten termed “Pascal’s disease” in reference to the newly psychologized phobia of
“la peur des espaces,” or, as the German psychologist Westphal had termed it
in his study of 1871, “agoraphobia.” For many French psychologists, indeed,
Pascal had become a founding case for this phobia, the more important asa cel-
ebrated French example of a mental disease all too closely connected with Ger-

man psychology, especially following the siege of Paris in 1871.

It would seem, in any event, that Pascal was bound to be a perfect exem-
plar of the disease as the preeminent and school-textbook theorist of the void,
of “I'horreur du vide,” of “Iinfini” and “le néant.”* His well-known philo-
sophical and scientific interests in the variety of vacuums, psychological and
empirical, were no doubt endowed with additional veracity for late nineteenth-
century enthusiasts of the case study by the reported incident on the banks of



the Seine. Thus hardly a study on the newly “discovered” spatial phobias failed
to mention his case, one that resonated with all the literary and philosophical
traditions and commonplaces of French secondary education. Charles Binet-
Sanglé, writing in 1899 and convinced that Pascal suffered from the equally
popular malady of “neurasthenia,” traced his entire religious philosophy to his
celebrated obsession.’

Interest in Pascal’s affliction was not, however, an invention of the psy-
chologizing climate of the 1870s. Indeed, the anecdote seems to have been well
enough established in popular lore over the two centuries after his death to have
served seventeenth-century biographers, eighteenth-century theologians and
philosophes, and nineteenth-century romantics as a dramatic example of the re-
lations between spatial experience and psychological-philosophical enquiry.
The general sense of the legend was described by the nineteenth-century critic
George Saintsbury, who tells the story in great detail in his article “Pascal” for
the eleventh edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, with some skepticism but
nevertheless according it great importance. For him, as for numerous earlier
commentators, the anecdote is held to explain Pascal’s second great “conver-
sion” of 1654 when he joined his sister Jacqueline in seclusion at Port-Royal.
Saintsbury writes:

It seems that Pascal in driving to Neuilly was run away with by the horses,
and would have been plunged in the river but that the traces fortunately
broke. To this, which seems authentic, is usually added the tradition (due
to the abbé Boileau) that afterwards he used at times to see an imaginary
precipice by his bedside, or at the foot of the chair on which he was

sitting.®

The apparent concurrence of the accident and his second and final “conver-
sion” to religion was too dramatic to be ignored. As Saintsbury suggests, the tra-
ditional story originated in 1737, some seventy-five years after Pascal’s death,
in a letter written by the abbé Boileau reassuring one of his penitents who suf-
fered from imaginary terrors:

Where they see only a single way, you see frightening precipices. That re-
minds me of M. Pascal—the comparison will not displease you. . . . This
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great genius always thought that he saw an abyss at his left side, and he
would have a chair placed there to reassure himself. I have this on good
authority. His friends, his confessor, and his director tried in vain to tell
him that there was nothing to fear, and that his anxiety was only the
alarm of an imagination exhausted by abstract and metaphysical studies.
He would agree, . . . and then, within a quarter of an hour, he would
have dug for himself the terrifying precipice all over again.”

This anecdote was given more force in 1740 by the discovery of the Recueil
d’Utrecht, with its report of the report of the accident on the bridge at Neuilly
in a “Mémoire” on the life of Pascal which cited a M. Arnoul de Saint-Victor,
the curé of Chambourcy, who “said that he had learned from the Prior of Bar-
rillon, a friend of Mme Périer [Pascal’s sister], that M. Pascal a few years before
his death, going, according to his custom, on a feast day, for an outing across
the Neuilly Bridge, with some of his friends in a four or six horse carriage, the
two lead horses took the bit in their teeth at the place on the bridge where there
was no parapet, and falling into the water, the reins that attached them to the
rear broke in such a way that the carriage remained on the brink of the
precipice, which made M. Pascal resolve to cease his outings and live in com-
plete solitude.”

These anecdotes took their place in the Pascal hagiography, to be read-
ily exploited by critics and supporters. Thus, as Jean Mesnard notes, Volrtaire
accused Pascal of madness on the basis of the “relation of cause and effect” he
established “between the accident at the Neuilly Bridge and this curious illness
from which Pascal suffered,” while Condorcet in his eulogy of 1767 joined
both incidents together and linked them to Pascal’s conversion of 1654.1° And
it was perhaps yet another tradition, one that held that Pascal had in his ear-
lier life conceived of a public transport system for Paris, with carriages run-
ning along fixed routes at specified times, that helped to sustain this synthetic
myth of a philosopher of the void, scientist of the vacuum, practical inven-
tor, and celebrated recluse falling prey to the conjunction of his own fantasies
and carriage accidents.!! In this way three very separate pathologies—a void
to the side of the body, a fear of falling into the Seine, an interest in spatial
circulation—were by the end of the eighteenth century combined in a Pas-
calian myth.



Despite Voltaire’s scorn, Pascal remained a powerful source for reflecting
on the void and especially for late eighteenth-century architects like Etienne-
Louis Boullée and Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, who were increasingly led to refor-
mulate the progressive ideal of Enlightenment space under the influence of
Boileau, Burke, and Rousseau. Pascal’s resistance to the open transparency of
rationalism was seen as a way of symbolically and affectively exploiting the
ambiguities of shadow and limit, remaining a sign of potential disturbance
beyond and within the apparently serene and stable structures of modern
urbanism.'? But it was not until the mid-nineteenth century that Pascal’s com-
posite myth was summoned up to authorize a new medical pathology. The doc-
tor Louis-Francois Lélut, in a communication to the Académie des Sciences
Morales in 1846,' advanced the idea that Pascal’s second conversion stemmed
from a mental pathology precipitated by his accident. His diagnosis was only
the first of many to be repeated in different versions to the end of the century.'

By the 1860s, and despite the skepticism of Victor Cousin and Sainte-
Beuve, Pascal’s malady had become a commonplace of dinner conversation.
Jules and Edmond de Goncourt, on 2 September 1866, directly draw the com-
parison between Pascal’s vertigo and the new theories of neurosis: “Pascal, the
sublime depth of Pascal? And the saying of the doctor Moreau de Tours, “The
genius is a neurotic!’ There’s another showman of the abyss!”*> Edmond
twenty-three years later recalls that the old Alphonse Daudet was planning a
book on “suffering” (“la douleur”) with “a eulogy of morphine, a chapter on
the neurosis of Pascal, a chapter on the illness of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.”
Daudet, Goncourt notes, had suggested the névrose of Pascal as a thesis subject
to his son Léon Daudet.'® This seemingly innocent proposal apparently
haunted the young Daudet (though he did not in fact pursue the research), who
recounted a nightmare on the subject to Goncourt ten days later. He had
dreamed, he said, that “Charcot brought him Pascal’s Pensées, and at the same
time showed him inside the brain of the great man, that he had with him the
cells in which these thoughts had lived, cells absolutely empty and closely re-
sembling the honeycombs of a dried-up hive.”"” Perhaps it was Alphonse
Daudet himself who was haunted by Pascal, for in December of the next year,
discussing the fear of mirrors in Georges Rodenbach’s Le régne du silence
(1891), where the author recalls the popular tradition in which the devil some-
times makes his face known, Goncourt relates: “One of us asked dreamily if
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the dead did notleave their image behind, returning at certain hours of the day.
And Daudet compared the living life of this silent thing to the living silence of
Pascal’s stars.”!®

It was Maurice Barres, in his 1909 lecture on behalf of his Ligues des Pa-
triotes, who drew together all the Pascalian myths into a narrative of an inter-
nally developed illness out of which developed a thinker who, with singular
heroism in Barres’s terms, broke with the prevailing spirituality of the church
and philosophy. Struck by the fact that, coming from a solid and even stolid
bourgeois and religious upbringing, surrounded by the comforts of dwellings
and family, Pascal nevertheless “lived in anguish,” he undertook an enquiry
into the roots of his suffering, his angoisse and his douleur. Rejecting out of
hand theories of poverty, worldly excess, or the misfortunes of his age, Barres
concluded that “the suffering of Pascal did not come from outside” but from
“a great interior tragedy.” Pascal had, he pointed out, been “tortured by physi-
cal pain from infancy until his death”; it was an illness that changed its nature
all the time—a malady “subject to change” as Pascal himself noted. “At the age
of ayear he fell into a decline and exhibited phobias. He could not look at wa-
ter without flying into a great rage. He could not see his father and his mother
one after the other without crying and struggling violently.”"® From the age of
eighteen, his sister recounted, he suffered every day: only able to drink hot wa-
ter, drop by drop; paralyzed from the waist down, walking with the help of
crutches; his lower limbs always cold; and, “it is said, but this is not certain, that
beginning in 1654 he always thought there was an abyss on his left side.” In his
later years he could neither talk, read, nor work and suffered convulsions and
headaches, dying at the age of thirty-nine. Descartes, Barrés recounted, rec-
ommended bed rest and soup: “this is today,” Barrés concluded, “the classic
treatment of neurasthenics.”? Such infirmities, added to the “rigor and inten-
sity of his thought,” led, Barres thought, to the “sublime unhappiness,” the
“anguish” of the philosopher. Not the “vertigo” of a philosopher who despair-
ingly finds a “Christian” solution to his problems, but rather a scientific spirit,
beset by phobias, who searches for the truth of phenomena with a sense of the
powerlessness of science to discover the essential secret of the universe, a
philosopher who, so to speak, makes a virtue out of his suffering: hence, for
Barres, the fear of “the eternal silence of these infinite spaces.”?!



Here, for Barres, is the one outside influence that he admits as formative
for Pascal’s thought: that of space and its earthly precipitate, architecture. In
nostalgic pilgrimages, recounted in articles published in the Echo de Paris in
1900 and reprinted in Langoisse de Pascal, the conservative ideologue of la pa-
trimoine visits the birthplace, family houses, and haunts of Pascal, as if to re-
capture the essence of his character through a metonymy, the rooted stones
juxtaposed to the metaphysical philosophy. But in searching for roots, Barres
not unexpectedly finds ruins: at Clermont-Ferrand, the birthplace of Pascal is
about to be demolished: “Already a wing of the building has no roof; the poor
rooms where the Pascals lived in so noble an atmosphere of order, discipline
gape open, naked and soiled with that abjection characteristic of disembow-
eled apartments.”?? The theoretical void has been repeated by the architectural:
the inhabitants of Clermont are, Barres proposes, no less culpable in this than
those of Paris “who ferociously destroy every historical vestige, to the point that
Paris . . . is perhaps of all towns in France the most empty of memories.” For
Barres, “we form an attachment to the places where genius has lived insofar as
they form it and help us understand it.”?* The recuperation of memory, the en-
counter with the traces of history, is sought again in Barres’s pilgrimage to the
Chateau de Bien-Assis, the seat of the Périer family in the countryside outside
of Clermont. Among the half-ruined walls, in the light of the setting sun, Bar-
rés succeeds in capturing what for him is the spirit of the Port-Royal philoso-
pher, not in the town but on the soil of a long-established manor.

Such nostalgia for a “deep France” is to be expected from Barres; more
surprising is his revelation of the true place of Pascalian understanding, situ-
ated precisely on the right bank of the Seine, the scene of his purported acci-
dent, and the “material setting” of his thought. This was a “sacred site,” stated
Barres, one that should be accorded its real importance in the explanation of
Pascal’s 1654 conversion, that “magnificent hallucination” that was apparently
so “fertile.” “We are authorized to understand,” he concluded, “how, under the
influence of ashock, parts of ourselves enter into activity, elaborate images and
feelings that we do not know we harbor in our innermost recesses.”* Pascal’s
near-fall into the Seine, then, loosens the rep/is or folds of the psyche; spatial
phobia, here, would be the release of images of the void, providing the means
for its spiritual comprehension.
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Whether or not Pascal’s second conversion in 1654 was precipitated or
reinforced by the celebrated accident, it is significant that some four years later
he was to write the fragment “De l'esprit géométrique,” among other questions
an examination of the geometrical understanding of the void.?” In this brief
essay Pascal pressed the theory of perspective to the limits, in an introduction
intended for a textbook for the Port-Royal “petites écoles.” As Hubert Damisch
notes, it was Pascal who drew the conclusion that because “a space can be infi-
nitely extended, . . . it can be infinitely reduced.”? To illustrate the “paradox”
of these two infinities, Pascal gave the example of a ship endlessly drawing near
to the vanishing point but never reaching it, thus anticipating the theorem of
Desargues whereby infinity would be inscribed within the finite, contained
“within a point,” a basic postulate of projective geometry. But whether or not
the meeting of parallel lines at infinity would be geometrically verifiable, the
“obscurity,” as Descartes called it, remained: the ship endlessly disappearing to-
ward the horizon, the horizon point endlessly rising, the ship infinitely close to,
and infinitely far from, infinity.?” Here geometrical theory coincides almost too
neatly with the interlocking relations of agoraphobic and claustrophobic space,
diagnosed by the doctors who, in the 1870s, found in Pascal their most cele-
brated patient.



Agoraphobia

Psychopathologies of Urban Space

The rapid growth of big European cities toward the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the transformation of the traditional city into what became known as die
Grossstadt or metropolis, engendered not only a vital culture of modernism and
avant-garde experiment, but also a culture of interpretation dedicated to the
study and explanation of these new urban phenomena and their social effects,
supported by the emerging new disciplines of sociology, psychology, political
geography, and psychoanalysis. The pathology of the city, already fully present
in the organicist metaphors of romantic, realist, and naturalist novelists from
Balzac through Hugo to Zola, gained new and apparently scientific validation
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. By the late 1880s the diagnoses of
the American George Miller Beard, who had in 1880 identified neurasthenia
as the principal mental disease of modern life, were commonplaces of urban
criticism. The Great City was seen to shelter a nervous and feverish population,
overexcited and enervated, whose mental life, as Georg Simmel noted in 1903,
was relentlessly antisocial, driven by money.! Max Nordau’s “degeneration” was
joined with Charcot’s interpretation of neurasthenia to construct a climate of
interpretation in which the metropolis figured as the principal agent of the
“surmenage mental” of modern civilization, as Charles Richet termed it.?

Of special interest was the space of the new city, which was now sub-
jected to scrutiny as a possible cause of an increasingly identified psychological
alienation—the Vienna Circle was to call it “derealization”—of the metropol-
itan individual, and, further, as an instrument favoring the potentially danger-
ous behavior of the crowd.? Metropolis rapidly became the privileged territory
of a host of diseases attributed directly to its spatial conditions, diseases that
took their place within the general epistemology of Beard’s neurasthenia and
Charcot’s hysteria, but with a special relationship to their supposed physical
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causes. Among these, and the earliest, were Carl Otto Westphal’s and Henri
Legrand du Saulle’s agoraphobia and Benjamin Ball’s claustrophobia, to be fol-
lowed by a host of other assumedly phobic conditions.

Agoraphobia

The extension of individual psychological disorders to the social conditions of
an entire metropolis was on one level perhaps no more than metaphorical hy-
perbole. On another level, however, the “discovery” of these new phobias seems
to have been a part of a wider process of remapping the space of the city ac-
cording to its changing social and political characteristics. Whether identifying
illnesses like agoraphobia or claustrophobia as predominantly bourgeois phe-
nomena, or investigating the more threatening illnesses of the working classes,
from vagabondage to ambulatory automatisms, doctors were at once reflecting
and countering an emerging and generalized fear of metropolis. By the First
World War, “metropolis” had come to imply both a physical site and a patho-
logical state which, for better or for worse, epitomized modern life; Carl
Schorske, echoing Nietzsche, has characterized the sentiment as “beyond good
and evil.”#

It was in these psychopathological terms that the Viennese architect
Camillo Sitte attacked what he saw as the spatial emptiness of the new
Ringstrasse, contrasting its apparently limitless and infinite expanses to the
compositional qualities and smaller scale of traditional squares and streets.’
Supporting his nostalgic evocation of the past by the new psychology, he wrote:
“Recently a unique nervous disorder has been diagnosed—‘agoraphobia’ [Platz-
schen]. Numerous people are said to suffer from it, always experiencing a cer-
tain anxiety or discomfort, whenever they have to walk across a vast empty
place.”® Underlining his point by couching it in the form of an aesthetic prin-
ciple of monumental scale, Sitte proposed wittily that even statues might suf-
fer from this disease:

We might supplement this observation on psychology with an artistic
one: that also people formed out of stone and metal, on their monu-
mental pedestals, are attacked by this malady and thus always prefer (as
already mentioned) to choose a little old plaza rather than a large empty



\

2. Camillo Sitte, “Vienna. Transformation
of the Western Portion of the Ring-
strasse,” Der Stidte-Bau nach seinen
kiinstlerischen Grundsdtzen. Ein Beitrag
zur Lésung modernister Fragen des Ar-
chitektur und monumentalen Plastik
unter besonderer Beziehung auf Wien
(Vienna: Carl Graeser, 1889).
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one for their permanent location. What dimensions should statues on
such colossal plazas have? They should be at least double or triple life size,
or even more. Certain artistic refinements are, in such a case, utterly im-

possible.”

Sitte extended his argument by associating the causes of this new sickness of
agoraphobia with the new space of urbanism. In traditional cities, with their
small, intimate and human-scaled spaces, the illness was unknown.

Agoraphobia is a very new and modern ailment. One naturally feels very
cozy in small, old plazas and only in our memory do they loom gigantic,
because in our imagination the magnitude of the artistic effect takes the
place of actual size. On our modern gigantic plazas, with their yawning
emptiness and oppressive ennui, the inhabitants of snug old towns suf-
fer attacks of this fashionable agoraphobia.?

The “universal trend of the time,” concluded Sitte, was the fear of open
spaces.’

Sitte was, of course, ironically using the new psychology to “prove” an
observation that had become a commonplace of the aesthetic criticism of ur-
banism since the brothers Goncourt had complained of the “American deserts”
created by the cutting of the modern boulevards. But such a merging of aes-
thetic and psychological criteria was quickly adopted by countermodernists
and latter-day Ruskinians searching for psychological grounds on which to
combat modernist planning, as well as by modernists who argued that such
primitive psychological regressions should be overcome.!®

Sitte’s “fashionable disease” was in fact only some thirty years old in 1899:
initially diagnosed by a number of doctors in Berlin and Vienna during the late
1860s, who were struck by the common responses of a number of their pa-
tients to public spaces, with the first comprehensive memoir published by the
Berlin psychologist Carl Otto Westphal in 1871. The symptoms of what he
called “agoraphobia” included palpitations, sensations of heat, blushing, trem-
bling, fear of dying and petrifying shyness, symptoms that occurred, Westphal
noted, when his patients were walking across open spaces or through empty

streets or anticipated such an experience with a dread of the ensuing anxiety.!!



Their fears were to a certain extent alleviated by companionship but were seri-
ously exacerbated by the dimensions of the space, especially when there seemed
to be no boundary to the visual field. A variety of terms were used to name this
disease. Sitte had used the term Plazzschen; the year before the publication of
Westphal’s article, another doctor, Benediket, had dubbed it “Platzschwindel”
or dizziness in public places, and it had been variously called “Platzangst,”

» « » «

“Platzfurcht,” “angoisse des places,” “crainte des places,” “peur d’espace,” “hor-
reur de vide,” “topophobia,” and “street fear.” The term “agoraphobia” had
been already defined in Littré and Robin’s Dictionnaire de médecine of 1865 as
a “form of madness consisting in an acute anxiety, with palpitation and fears of
all kinds,” and with the support of Westphal it would emerge, despite the ob-
jections of a few French psychologists, as the generally accepted term.!?

Westphal recounted three major cases that would be repeated in the lit-
erature for decades: a commercial traveler who experienced rapid heartbeats on
entering a public square, or when passing by long walls, or through a street with
closed shops, at the theater, or in church; a shopkeeper who found it impos-
sible to cross squares or streets when the shops were closed and could not travel
on the omnibus or attend the theater, concert, or any gathering of people with-
out feeling a strange anxiety, accompanied by rapid heart palpitation; and an
engineer who felt anxiety the moment he had to cross a square, especially if de-
serted, and felt as if the pavement were rushing as if in a torrent beneath his
feet. These patients found a certain relief in physical aids: a walking stick or the
presence of a friend for example. Westphal cited the case, reported by a Dr.
Briick from Driburg, of a priest who was terrified if he was not covered by the
vaulted ceiling of his church, and was forced when in the open to walk beneath
an umbrella.’

If agoraphobia was by definition an essentially spatial disease, many psy-
chologists insisted that it was equally an urban disease, the effect of life in the
modern city. Westphal’s engineer, indeed, stated that he felt less anxiety in a
large space not surrounded by houses than in a space of the same size in a city:
open nature was refreshing, the city was terrifying. Indeed, writing in 1880,
Gélineau had argued for the term “kénophobie” as better characterizing this
fear of the void that “strikes only the inhabitant of cities . . . developing under
the influence of that debilitating acmosphere of the big towns that has been
called malaria urbana.”** Legrand du Saulle two years earlier had refused the
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word “agoraphobia” precisely because, in his terms, it limited the disturbance
to one specific kind of public space; he preferred the vaguer term “peur des es-
» . . « .
paces” as comprising all spatial fears: “the patients suffer from fear of space, of
the void, not only in the street but also in the theater, in church, on an upper
floor, at a window giving onto a large courtyard or looking over the country-
side, in an omnibus, a ferry or on a bridge.”"> Legrand’s synthetic description
of the disease was as dramatic as it was unambiguous in characterizing its

setting:

The fear of spaces, ordinarily compatible with the most robust health, is
frequently produced at the very moment when the neurotic leaves a street
and arrives at a square, and it is marked by a sudden anxiety, an instanta-
neous beating of the heart. The patient, then prey to an indefinable emo-
tion, finds himself isolated from the entire world at the sight of the void
that is presented to him and frightens him immeasurably . . . he feels as
if he is destroyed, does not dare to descend from the sidewalk to the road-
way, makes no step either forward or backward, neither advances nor re-
treats, trembles in all his limbs, grows pale, shivers, blushes, is covered
with sweat, grows more and more alarmed, can hardly stand up on his
tottering legs, and remains unhappily convinced that he could never face
this void, this deserted place, or cross the space that is before him. If one’s
gaze were suddenly to be plunged into a deep gulf; if one were to imag-
ine being suspended above a fiery crater, to be crossing the Niagara on a
rigid cord or feel that one was rolling into a precipice, the resulting im-
pression could be no more painful, more terrifying, than that provoked

16

by the fear of spaces.

He concluded: “no fear without the void, no calm without the appearance of a
semblance of protection.”"’

The symptoms were similar for all patients:

This anxious state . . . is ordinarily accompanied by a sudden feebleness
of the legs, an overactivity of the circulation, by waves of tingling, by a
sensation of numbness starting with chills, by hot flushes, cold sweats,
trembling, a desire to burst into tears, ridiculous apprehensions, hypo-



chondriac preoccupations, half-spoken lamentations, and by a general
disturbance that is truly painful, with different alternations of facial col-
oration and physiognomical expression.'®

Legrand’s own observations confirmed Westphal’s in every detail. A “Madame
B,” the vivacious and sociable mother of three children, experienced the symp-
toms on returning from vacation and finding herself unable to cross the
Champs-Elysées, the boulevards, or large squares unaccompanied.!” Fearful of
empty churches without benches or chairs, of eating alone in spacious hotel
dining rooms, and of being in carriages when there were no passersby in the
street, she even needed help in mounting the wide stair to her apartment. Once
indoors, she was never able to look out of the window onto the courtyard, and
filled her rooms with furniture, pictures, statuettes, and old tapestries to reduce
their spaciousness. She lived, noted Legrand, “in a veritable bazaar”: “the void
alone frightened her.”?® Legrand’s second case was a “M. Albert G,” an infantry
officer, interested in literature, poetry, music, and archaeology, who was unable
to cross deserted public squares out of uniform. Again his fear was evoked by
the void, whether on terraces or in a large Gothic church.?! Legrand concluded,
agreeing with most other students of agoraphobia, that “it was the space that
caused him anxiety.”??

To the fear of empty and open space was added that of crowded and pop-
ulated places. Legrand noted: “It has been remarked that the fear of spaces is
produced among certain patients in a very frequented place, or among crowds,”
a form of anxiety that was quickly assimilated to the more general study of
crowd behavior as sketched by Gustave Le Bon.?® The supplement to Littré’s
dictionary, published in 1883, had already defined agoraphobia in this way, as
a “sort of madness in which the patient fears the presence of crowds and, for
example, cannot decide to cross a busy street.”?*

In these ways, the notion of agoraphobia was quickly extended in popu-
lar parlance to embrace all urban fears that were seemingly connected to spatial
conditions. Entire urban populations, it was thought, might become suscep-
tible to the disease as a result of specific events. Thus Legrand remarked on the
change in the behavior of Parisians following the siege of Paris by the Germans
in 1871. Describing a patient whose agoraphobia seemed to be precipitated or
at least aggravated by overindulgence in strong stimulants such as coffee,?> he
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found an increase in the abuse of coffee among women workers to be directly
linked to the famine of the population during the Commune, leading to the
dangerous abuse of all kinds of stimulants, a habit that had been continued af-
ter the withdrawal of German troops. In Legrand’s terms, the successive clos-
ing and sudden opening of the city, its passage so to speak from claustrophobia
to agoraphobia, had the effect of fostering the veritable cause of spatial fear.2¢

By 1879 agoraphobia had been joined by its apparent opposite, “claus-
trophobia,” popularized in France by Benjamin Ball in a communication to the
Société Médico-psychologique.?” He cited the case of a young soldier with a
fear of contact, a “délire de propreté,” accompanied by a panic fear of being
alone in a closed space, a sensation of being in a passage getting narrower and
narrower to the point of being able to go neither forward or back, an intoler-
able terror that was generally followed by a flight into the fields. A second pa-
tient panicked while climbing the stairs of the Tour Saint-Jacques. Neither
could remain in their apartments when the doors were closed.?® Ball, disagree-
ing with Beard, who had proposed to categorize all morbid fears of space un-
der the general heading “topophobia,” asserted the special characteristics of
claustrophobia and agoraphobia, which were to be treated as linked but distinct
psychoses.

But whether the etiology of these spatial disorders was traced to visual
causes, as in Moriz Benedikts hypothesis that agoraphobia was a form of
vertigo produced by the lateral vision of the eyes, or ascribed to heredity,
as generally agreed by doctors from Legrand and Charcot to Georges Gilles
de la Tourette, both agora-and claustrophobia were inevitably ranked among
the most characteristic of anxieties produced by life in the modern city—
exaggerated but typical forms of the all-pervasive neurasthenia. Gilles de la
Tourette, concerned to modify the overencompassing category of Beard, iden-
tified agoraphobia with a special state of “neurasthenic vertigo [une vertige
neurasthénique],” accompanied by “a sensation of cerebral emptiness accom-
panied by a weakness of the lower limbs. . . . A veil spreads before the eyes,
everything is grey and leaden; the visual field is full of black spots, flying
patches, close or distant objects are confused on the same plane.” Such vertigo
was increased, he observed, by the daily commute to and from the job; suffer-
ers were “pushed to creep along walls, follow houses, and flee the crossing of

wide squares.”?



For Gilles de la Tourette, neurasthenia proper had to be distinguished
from agoraphobia on the grounds that the latter was an inherited disease, and
largely incurable; he described a case falsely diagnosed as neurasthénie constiru-
tionelle or hereditary neurasthenia, but which Gilles claimed was rather a ver-
tigo, or agoraphobia, that was inherited directly from the patient’s mother
whose “life had been tormented by the fear of spaces, by an agoraphobia that
had poisoned her entire existence.”® Such hereditary disorders were most evi-
dent, according to Gilles, in large cities, among clerks, laborers, and accident
victims who “once touched by hysterical neurasthenia ... become part of
those marginalized by the large towns, vagabonds” suffering from incurable
mental stigmata.’!

Gilles de la Tourette was here following his teacher Charcot, whose cele-
brated Tuesday Lectures featured many cases of vagabondage associated, accord-
ing to the doctor, with agoraphobia. For Charcot, as he explained in his
fourteenth lesson, 27 March 1888, these “hysterical-epileptic attacks, these ver-
tigos, this anxiety erupting at the moment when a public square has to be
crossed, all this is very interesting as an example of the combination of differ-
ent neuropathic states that, in reality, constitute distinct and autonomous mor-
bid species,” and that were, of course, hereditary.?> He presented the case of a
young man who suffered from such attacks of epilepsy, agoraphobia, and ver-
tigo, who described his inability to cross the Place du Carrousel or the Place de
la Concorde without fear of their emptiness and a corresponding sensation of
paralysis. Charcot easily identified the malady as “what one would call agora-
phobia, a special nervous state the knowledge of which we owe to Professor
Westphall [sic] of Berlin (in German: Platzangst, Platzfurchr).” But the patient
went on to describe other symptoms that occurred at night in an enclosed rail-
way carriage: “I was frightened, because I had the sense of being closed in. I don’t
like to stay in a narrow space, I feel ill.” For Charcot this added another dimen-
sion: “It is not only agoraphobia, you see, it is as well claustrophobia, as Dr. Ball
says.” To conclude this synthetic case, Charcot diagnosed a profound vertigo
that resulted in a sense of falling, whether in trains or when climbing towers.??

William James, while not a little scornful of “the strange symptom which
has been described of late years by the rather absurd name of agoraphobia,” like
Charcot subscribed to the notion of heredity, but linked it to a primitive sur-

vival handed down from animals to man:
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The patient is seized with palpitation and terror at the sight of any open
place or broad street which he has to cross alone. He trembles, his knees
bend, he may even faint at the idea. Where he has sufficient self-command
he sometimes accomplishes the object by keeping safe under the lee of a
vehicle going across, or joining himself to a knot of other people. But
usually he slinks around the sides of the square, hugging the houses as
closely as he can. This emotion has no utility in a civilized man, but when
we notice the chronic agoraphobia of our domestic cats and see the tena-
cious way in which many wild animals, especially rodents, cling to cover,
and only venture on a dash across the open as a desperate measure—even
making for every stone or bunch of weeds which may give a momentary
shelter—when we see this we are strongly tempted to ask whether such
an odd kind of fear in us be not due to the accidental resurrection,
through disease, of a sort of instinct which may in some of our ances-

tors have had a permanent and on the whole a useful part to play?*

Neither Charcot’s nor James’s belief in heredity nor Freud’s opposing
view that, as he noted in his German translation of the Legons du mardi, “the
more frequent cause of agoraphobia as well as of most other phobias lies not
in heredity but in abnormalities of sexual life,”** would remove the urban and
spatial associations from the illness. It was as if, no matter what the particular
circumstances of individual patients or the arguments of doctors, the cultural
significance of agoraphobia was greater than its medical etiology. The reso-
nance of a sickness associated with open or closed spaces, of symptoms that
whatever their cause seemed to be triggered by the new configurations of ur-
ban space introduced by modernization, was irresistible to critics and sociolo-
gists alike. Summarizing and extending the geographical range of Beard’s
“American” neurasthenia, Charcot’s former student Fernand Levillain claimed
all cities as the privileged sites of “surmenage intellectuel et des sens” and
neurasthenia: “It is in effect in the great centers of agglomeration that all the
types of surmenage we have reviewed are collected and developed to their max-
imum.”?® Despite his belief in Charcot’s theory of heredity, and his criticism
of Beard for having included the phobias within simple neurasthenia, Levillain
nevertheless admitted that the neurasthenic inhabitant of the big city might

well experience otherwise hereditary maladies in a less acute form—agora-



phobia, claustrophobia, monophobia (fear of solitude and isolation), fear of
touching (délire de toucher), and all other instances of spatial fear.

Classified as “morbid fears” and summarized in Charles Féré’s The
Pathology of the Emotions, the enumeration of phobias of all kinds became an
almost obsessive part of clinical practice around the turn of the century.?”
Agoraphobia (the fear of places) was supplemented by atremia or stasophobia
(fear of elevated or vertical stations), amaxophobia (exaggerated fear of car-
riages), cremnophobia (the fear of precipices), acrophobia or hypsophobia
(fear of elevated places), oicophobia (aversion to returning home), lyssophobia
(fear of liquids), hydrophobia (fear of water—also connected to agoraphobia
by the fear of the sea as expanse, and of crossing a bridge), pyrophobia (fear of
fire, which was often linked to claustrophobia), monophobia (fear of solitude),
anthropophobia (fear of social contact), and a mulditude of others, culminat-
ing in photophobia (the fear of fear itself), an illness generally subsumed under
neurasthenia.® Not surprisingly, agoraphobia and its cognates emerged as
commonplaces of conversation and lay diagnosis, especially in the context of
metropolitan fears.

It is with especial interest, then, that we encounter a description of a case
of agoraphobia in a nineteenth-century architect in an obituary also written by
an architect, and with all the marks of a psychological case study of the epoch.
Appearing in LArchitecture in September 1890, this was composed by the cel-
ebrated Beaux-Arts architect Julien Guadet on the death of his colleague Louis-
Jules André, and details a malady that bears every relationship to the spatial
phobias we have been discussing, connecting them directly to the professional
experiences of architectural practice.® It was, Guadet writes, a long-drawn-out
illness which, while diminishing in degree, never disappeared. Not wishing to
accuse his former teacher of mental illness, Guadet claims to be ignorant of its
medical name; he nevertheless displays familiaricy with medical descriptions as
he compares it to a certain kind of vertigo, one, he notes, that is felt by every
architect:

What is its name for the doctors? I do not know. But I am not deceived
in giving it the name of apprehension: a very physical apprehension, anx-
iety of the body and the senses, and not of the mind. Who among us, on
a roof, on scaffolding, has not felt at least once the painful sensation of
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vertigo? One is used to heights, and yet suddenly, without cause, an un-
expected feebleness paralyzes one, makes one inert, the will itself is pow-
erless to react; nevertheless if the frailest stick is in one’s hand, if a bar, a
rope, a thread that the least effort would break seems to guide and lead
one, then confidence is reborn, and the vertigo is dissipated.*°

Vertigo, then, was an occupational hazard for architects; but agoraphobia was,
in Guadet’s terms, a special case of this sensation. For André suffered not from
vertigo itself, but from a version of it “felt on the ground, in the street”™: “To fol-
low his path was a labor for him, to rub shoulders with a passerby was a dis-
comfort, to be accosted without warning by a friend was a shock.” Indeed, he
exhibited all the classic symptoms of agoraphobia, depicted by Guadet in al-
most pathological terms: “By instinct he kept close to houses and walls in or-
der to have a void on one side only; he walked with the concentration of one

who crosses a ditch on a plank.”!

Anxiety + ... Window ...

In the light of the common belief in what Nietzsche termed the “femininiza-
tion” of fin-de-siecle culture (and thereby what he and others, including psy-
chologists like Otto Weininger and Max Nordau, saw as its decadence), it is not
difficult to see why, from the outset, urban phobias were assigned a definite
place in the gendering of metropolitan psychopathology. Despite the predom-
inance of male patients in the samples of agoraphobics and claustrophobics
analyzed by Westphal and his French colleagues, these disorders were thought
of as fundamentally “female” in character; it is no accident that today “agora-
phobia” is commonly called “housewife’s disease” by doctors. If agoraphobia
and its cognates were species of neurasthenia, then it followed that all those
considered prone to neurasthenic disease—the “weak,” the “enervated,” the
“overstimulated,” the “degenerated,” and the “bored”—were bound to suc-
cumb to mental collapse, and first in line, for the psychologists and psychoan-
alysts, were women and homosexuals.

Thus, as Proust sketched out the reception of the Baron de Charlus into
Madame Verdurin’s salon, he was to “enter with the movements of bent head,
his hands having the air of twisting a small handbag, characteristic of well-



brought-up bourgeois women, and of those that the Germans call homo-
sexuals, with a certain agoraphobia, the agora here being the space of the salon
that separates the door from the armchair where the mistress of the salon is
seated.” In the published version, Proust suppressed the reference to homo-
sexuality but emphasized the agoraphobic space of entry, a “space, furrowed
with abysses, which leads from the antechamber to the small salon.” Charlus
now makes his entrance with what Proust describes as the mentality of “the
soul of a female relative, auxiliary like a goddess or incarnated like a double,”
which he compares to the feelings of “a young painter, raised by a saintly
Protestant cousin,” “with inclined and trembling head, eyes to the ceiling,
hands plunged into an invisible muff, the evoked form and real guardian pres-
ence of which will help the intimidated artist to cross the space . . . without
agoraphobia.”® That the “abyss” of which Proust speaks refers back to that of
Pascal, and thence forward to his own condition as a névrosé, is made clear in
Albertine disparue, where he refers directly to “I'abime infranchissable” which,
at the time of his first meeting with Gilberte, seemed to exist between himself
and “a certain kind of little girl with golden hair”; in a classic negation, and re-
flecting much later on the remembered image of Gilberte, he was, he noted, re-
lieved to find that this abyss was “as imaginary as the abyss of Pascal.”*
Freud’s early accounts of agoraphobia, by contrast, were largely con-
cerned with its prevalence among women patients. Rejecting heredity as a
cause, he took issue as early as 1892 with Charcot’s theory, and directly con-
tradicted his former master in his notes to his translation of the Zuesday Lec-
tures where he asserted the primary importance of “abnormalities of sexual
life.”# Equally, Freud rejected the idea that the space itself, or any material
object of obsession, was a cause. Thus in the case of a thirty-eight-year-old
woman suffering from anxiety neurosis, noted in Studies on Hysteria (1895), the
agoraphobia consisted of attacks of dizziness, “with anxiety and feelings of
faintness, in the street in her small native town,” the first attack occurring on a
shopping expedition.* Freud, through a combination of questioning and lay-
ing on of hands, revealed that the source of the disorder was not the street it-
self, nor the existence of a recently diseased friend’s house on the street, but
rather the coincidence of her expected period with the ball for which she was
shopping. The same year, in the unpublished “Project for a Scientific Psychol-
ogy,” Freud recounted the case of a young woman who exhibited a fear of
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entering stores unaccompanied. Her agoraphobia was proved for Freud by the
fact that her fears were calmed by the presence of a companion—even a small
child. Freud succeeded in tracing her anxiety to the repression of a scene of
molestation by a “grinning shopkeeper” when cight years old.

Following up this sexual etiology of phobia, Freud wrote to Fliess in
1896 proposing that the causes of agoraphobia in women—their fear of going
out into the street—were directly linked to what he called their repressed inner
desire to walk the streets, that is, to be “streetwalkers.” The mechanism of
agoraphobia in women would thereby be connected to “the repression of the
intention to take the first man one meets in the street: envy of prostitution and
identification.”¥ This observation followed a detailed exposition of the notion
of “anxiety” as represented in the formulation “Anxiety about throwing oneself
out of the window.” This observation seems to have been based on a case re-
counted by Freud two years eatlier, of a “young married woman” who is seized
with an obsessional impulse “to throw herself out of the window or from the
balcony.” Freud hazarded that it was “at the sight of a man [that] she had erotic
ideas, and that she had therefore lost confidence in herself and regarded herself
as a depraved person, capable of anything,” thus succeeding in translating the
obsession back into sexual terms.*® While he had been uncertain of the rela-
tionship of this case to agoraphobia in general, by the time he writes to Fliess
Freud has convinced himself of its agoraphobic dimensions. He constructs this
anxiety as “Anxiety + . . . window . . .,” where the “unconscious idea” of “going
to the window to beckon a man to come up, as prostitutes do” leads to sexual
release, which, repudiated by the preconscious, is turned into anxiety. The
“window” in this scheme is left as the only conscious motif, associated with anx-
iety by the idea of “falling out of the window.” Hence, Freud argues, anxiety
about the window is interpreted in the sense of falling out, and the window,
opening to the public realm, is avoided.

His “evidence” in this case is a short story by Guy de Maupassant, “Le
signe,” published in 1886, in which the Baronne de Grangerie narrates the
story of her misadventure at a window to her friend the Marquise de Rennedon.
When seated at her window in her second-floor apartment overlooking the Rue
Saint-Lazare and enjoying the spectacle—"so gay, this station quarter, so active,
so lively”—she had noticed another woman across the street, also seated at her
window, and dressed strikingly in red, even as the Baronne was dressed in



mauve (both understood to be the colors of prostitution). The Baronne de
Grangerie, recognizing her neighbor as a prostitute, was at first shocked and
then amused to observe her; she noticed her system of eye contact with pass-
ing men and, sometimes, on closing her window, how a man would turn into
the doorway. Studying the sign language with a glass, she worked out the sys-
tem of winks, smiles, and slight nods of the head that made her choice of men
entirely clear. The Baronne, curious, tried it out herself in front of the mirror,
then, emboldened, through her own window, with “a mad desire” to see
whether passing men would understand her gestures. Selecting a fair, hand-
some passerby and making her sign, she was covered with confusion when the
man immediately responded by ascending to her apartment and, further, in or-
der to make him leave before her husband returned, submitted to him as if she
were, as he thought, a willing partner cheating on her husband for two crowns.
Considering the affluence of the apartment, the man had observed, “You must
really be in bad straits at the moment to faire la fenétrel”®

In invoking Maupassant’s phrase faire la fenétre with regard to the for-
mula “Anxiety + . . . window . . . ,” Freud is in fact reworking this story not so
much to explain the desire of imitation and the overwhelming desire to ac-
complish a forbidden act—the motives articulated by the Maupassants
Baronne—but rather to set up the preconditions of anxiety. Exhorting Fliess
to “think of Guy de Maupassant’s faire de la fenérre,” and after a significant
digression on the periodicity of his own impotence, Freud concludes by
confirming “a conjecture . . . concerning the mechanism of agoraphobia in
women.” It is, he slyly hints, revealed by the very notion of “public” women,
and its structure that of “envy of prostitution and identification.”

One year later in “Draft M” of “The Architecture of Hysteria,” enclosed
with a letter to Fliess in May 1897, Freud restated his claim that “agoraphobia
seems to depend on a romance of prostitution . . . a woman who will not go
out by herself asserts her mother’s unfaithfulness.”® Here he derived symp-
toms of anxiety, which he equated with phobias, from fantasies. Fantasies
themselves, he posited, “arise from an unconscious combination of things ex-
perienced and heard,” according to tendencies that hide the memory from
which these symptoms might have emerged. Freud compared the process of
fantasy formation to a chemical process of decomposition and composition,
which in the case of the fantasy distorts and amalgamates memory through
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fragmentation and consequent breakup of chronological relations. “A frag-
ment of the visual scene then combines with a fragment of the auditory one
into the fantasy, while the fragment set free links up with something else.
Thereby an original connection has become untraceable.” The “architecture”
of this Fantasiebildung and Symptombildung, as Freud termed the process, was
then clear, illustrated by the celebrated diagram of the analytic work on
“scenes” and their symptoms. For Freud, symptoms appeared when the fantasy,
previously “set up in front” of the scene, became so intense as to emerge into
consciousness, whence it itself was subject to a repression that generated the
symptom. He concluded: “All anxiety symptoms (phobias) are derived in this
way from fantasies.”! Beyond this, the action of repression between the pre-
conscious and the unconscious, Freud proposed another level of repression
within the unconscious itself: “there is the soundest hope,” he opined to Fliess,
“that it will be possible to determine the number and kind of fantasies just as
it is possible with scenes.” Such fantasies were, at root, family romances. He
cited two examples: one, the “romance of alienation” or paranoia, which served
the function of “illegitimizing the relatives in question,” and the other, “agora-
phobia,” the romance of prostitution, “which itself goes back once more to this
family romance.” Hence, by a labyrinthine enough route, Freud arrived at his
conclusion that “a woman who will not go out by herself asserts her mother’s
unfaithfulness.”2

Much has been written, and especially on the question of phobia and
gender, to qualify Freud’s early analyses; the work of women analysts from
Helene Deutsch to Julia Kristeva has subjected the Freudian (and Lacanian)
interpretation of phobia to critical revision, to deal with questions of
domesticity, gender, and the symbolic structures in which they are inscribed.>
Most analysts have basically agreed with him on the secondary, or displaced,
role of the environment in agoraphobia, where, as he summarized in the New
Introductory Lectures of 1932, an “internal danger is transformed into an ex-
ternal one.” And yet, for the purposes of architectural and urban interpreta-
tion, in a context of the cultural understanding of space, we might rather insist
that these secondary roles are primary. For if analysis reveals the hidden sources
of anxiety neurosis, it is nevertheless the apartment, the window, the street, the
space itself that is identified as the instigator of the initial attacks; and whether

or not these spaces are symbolic of something else, or the anxiety is thence



transformed into an anxiety around anxiety itself, this space remains attached
to the first fear. After all, the windows at which fictional and real women stood
uncertain whether either to gesture for a man to ascend, or to throw themselves
out, were the physical frames, as Lacan would have it, for an anxiety that was,
if not caused by, then certainly figured through private and public space and
its uncertain boundaries.

When Freud turned in 1909 to the analysis of his most celebrated pho-
bic case, that of “Little Hans,” it was ostensibly to demonstrate not only that
street, warehouses, carts, and horses are beside the point—they represent
only “the material disguises” of his fear that stemmed from deeper-rooted
hostility to the father and jealous sadistic feelings toward the mother—but
that even agoraphobia might be ruled out immediately: “We might classify
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Hans’ case as an agoraphobia if it were not for the fact that it is a character-

istic of that complaint that the locomotion of which the patient is otherwise
incapable can always be easily performed when he is accompanied by some
specially selected person—in the last resort by the physician.””> Which was
not the case in the example of Hans. Nevertheless, in Freud’s account of the
case, the head customs warehouse across the street from Little Hans’s home,
its horses and carts, and the viaduct all figured powerfully in Hans’s own sym-
bolism of fear. Freud himself goes to the trouble of mapping this spatial
world in great detail, drawing a plan of the neighborhood as well as tracing
the route of Hans’s “desire,” crossing the road in front of his house to the
ramp in front of the warehouse. It is as if Freud, like his detective hero
Holmes, found it necessary to draw the “scene” of the phobia, marking
all the sites of every physical clue of psychic life, in order to dismiss their
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relevance to the investigation and reveal them as hiding something more im-
portant. And if Freud’s maps of this space emphasize the importance he gave
to the phobic milieu, Lacan went even further, intrigued by Little Hans’s
spaces, to the extent that he constructs several more maps to add to those
Freud provided. Under the heading “Circuits” in the conference of 8 May
1957, during the course of the year’s seminar on “The Relation of the Ob-
ject,” Lacan traces with forensic care the plan of Hans’s Vienna.>® First at a
large scale, noting the position of Hans’s house within the Ring, beside the
Donau Canal, then closing in and demonstrating the position of the house
vis-a-vis the Stadt Park, the Stadtbahn station, the route to the Nordbahnhof
across the canal, and, picturesquely enough, Riegl’s Museum fiir Kunst und
Industrie on the Ringstrasse. This is in order to trace a first double trajectory,
recounted by Hans’s father, of the trip to the Schénbrunn Zoological Gar-
dens where Hans first witnessed the giraffe, and thence to his grandmother’s
house. Lacan insists on these spatial details as intrinsic to the tracking down
of the intersecting fantasies of Hans. He then turns to the question of the
horses, tracing their appearance to the route that Hans wished to follow from
his house, across the road, through the gates to the loading ramp of the Cus-
toms House. Here Lacan simply repeats Freud’s own diagram. But, despite
what Lacan calls “information carefully gathered,” he is forced in the next ses-
sion of the seminar to admit that he had been wrong—and in a most impor-
tant particular: the position of the house of Hans, and its relation to the
customs building. “One is blind to what one has beneath one’s eyes, and that
is called the signifier, the letter,” he writes.”” It had been “a hidden street,”
“Under the Viaduct Alley” (Untere Viaductgasse), which Freud had noted
and Lacan had overlooked. Then Lacan redraws his map to take account of
this, noting also that he had equally overlooked (or conflated) the existence
of the Customs House with respect to the train station. Nevertheless he finds
that the new facts support his first analysis—“explain all the connections at
once.” “Here then, the scene is set up,” he concluded.*®

In the interpretation of urban and architectural space, then, as opposed
to the explanation of the anxieties of the inhabitant, phobia and fear play a
fundamental role. It is as if space, with all its invasive and boundary-breaking
properties, takes up anxiety for its own and carries it into the realms of aesthetic
theory, representational practice, and modernist ideology indiscriminately, and
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without regard for the “scientific” ends of the psychological inquiries that ini-
tially made the connection. As Charles Melman noted, assessing the role of
space in phobia from a Lacanian standpoint, “The phobic pays a tribute to
space, not a symbolic tribute such as one pays to a dead father, but a tribute to
the imaginary itself; and we all pay one of these. We know in effect that in space
there are places that are privileged or are called sacred and are separated from
the rest. The phobic is not concerned with taboo circles such as these; every-
thing happens as if the tribute paid to space were infinite, right up to the edge
of the house from which he cannot go out.”

4. Jacques Lacan,
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Phobic Abstraction

By the end of the nineteenth century, Sitte’s “fashionable” disease had become
a commonplace scapegoat for all tears associated with modernity. The art his-
torian Wilhelm Worringer even sought to expand the implications of agora-
phobia, seeing it as a fundamental disease of the human condition from
primitive times to the present. Writing in 1906, following what he described as
a “miraculous” encounter with the sociologist Georg Simmel in the Trocadéro
Museum in Paris, Worringer identified agoraphobia as the underlying cause of
the ceaseless drive of art toward abstraction: “The urge to abstraction is the
outcome of a great inner unrest inspired in man by the phenomena of the out-
side world. . . . We might describe this state as an immense spiritual dread of
space.”®

In the aftermath of what Worringer termed the “great shifting of em-
phasis in investigation from the objects of perception to perception itself”—
the Kantian revolution—it had become clear to psychologists, aestheticians,
and art historians that the conditions of perception were far from fixed and ar-
rayed in a priori categories but rather subject to infinite variability. The “dogma
of the variability of the psychical categories,” in Worringer’s phrase, following
the psychological theories of Fechner, Volkelt, and Lipps, immediately placed
perception in a field conditioned by “the checkered, fateful adjustment of man
to the outer world,” a field that was “ceaselessly shifting in man’s relation to the
impressions crowding in upon him.” Abstraction, for Worringer, far from be-
ing a new and modern form, was in fact the most ancient, born precisely out of
anxiety and founded on no less than a primitive fear of nature and a concomi-
tant desire “to divest the things of the external world of their caprice and ob-
scurity,” to endow them with a regularity represented in geometric abstraction.
Worringer cites “the fear of space [Raumshen] which is clearly manifested in
Egyptian architecture,” and compares what seems to him to be a generalized
geistiger Raumscheu, or “spiritual dread of space,” to the modern malady of
agoraphobia, or what he terms Platzangst. In the same way as “this physical
dread of open places may be explained as a residue from a normal phase of
man’s development, at which he was not yet able to trust entirely to visual im-
pression as a means of becoming familiar with a space extended before him, but
was still dependent upon the asurances of his sense of touch,” so the spiritual



dread of open space was a throwback to a moment of “instinctive fear condi-
tioned by man’s feeling of being lost in the universe.”** He characterizes this
feeling as “a kind of spiritual agoraphobia in the face of the motley disorder
and caprice of the phenomenal world.”®? The “sensation of fear [Angst],” Wor-
ringer concludes, was “the root of artistic creation.”®

In the later Form in Gothic, Worringer repeated the thesis of “primitive
fear” and elaborated it with respect to modern fantasies of a Rousseauesque
“golden age.” “Man has conceived the history of his development as a slow pro-
cess of estrangement between himself and the outer world, as a process of es-
trangement during which the original sense of unity and confidence gradually
disappears”; the reverse, he argued, was in fact true. Rather than the “poetical
conception” of primitive man, the historian should reconstruct the “true
primeval” man by the elimination of sentiment, leaving a “monster” in the
place of “the man of paradise.” This monster, helpless, incoherent, a mere
“dumbfounded animal,” receives unreliable perceptual images of the world
that are only gradually remodeled into conceptual images. The real develop-
ment, then, was not from wholeness to estrangement, but rather from the feel-
ing of strangeness to familiarity. The original “gloomy spirit of fear,” based on
instinct, survives in the “deepest and most anguished insight.” It is such fear, fi-
nally, that drives the search for absolutes, the rigid line, and abstraction. The
capturing of shifting images on a plane surface frees objects “from their dis-
quieting environment, from their forlorn condition in space”; such a surface re-
sisted depth, the third dimension, which once more tended to plunge objects
into the “boundless relativity” of space, and provided a security against the in-
finite.** Whenever abstraction reemerges in art, it will be, Worringer held, a
symptom of individual subjugation to “the crowd”: “crowd sensibility and ab-
stract sensibility are . . . two words for the same thing.” Impersonal, the “ex-
pression of the undifferentiated crowd,” abstraction still marks the presence of
agoraphobia and a relationship of fear to the outer world.®

Now while Worringer’s observations were made, as Dora Vallier has re-
cently pointed out, in strict isolation from cubist or expressionist experiments
in abstract art, and while they seem, as Worringer himself claimed, to have
been advanced without detailed knowledge of Georg Simmel’s own investiga-
tions into the “mental life” of modernity, his juxtaposition of agoraphobia and

abstraction was nevertheless a calculated reversal of the turn-of-the-century
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wisdom that saw the spaces created by modern abstract geometry as a direct
cause of agoraphobia, if not of the entire psychopathology of modern urban

space.®®
Phobic Modernism

Worringer’s sense of universal dread attached to space was quickly to be taken up
by art historians searching for psychological explanations for visual expression,
supported by Freud’s own investigation of symbols and by psychoanalytical phe-
nomenologists extending his insights to a general theory of experience. Thus, in
February 1933, Ludwig Binswanger, Freud’s correspondent and friendly critic
and director of the Sanatorium Bellevue at Kreuzlingen, published a long article
on “The Space Problem in Psychopathology.”® A phenomenological psycho-
analyst, deeply indebted to Freud, but attempting to construct a theory of the self
that relied less on biology and more on existential phenomenology, Binswanger
was interested in the role of spatial identification and orientation in mental ill-
ness; he analyzed his patients through a combination of belief in the self-
realization embodied in a cure, and their bodily and spatial situation in the world.
In the case of Lola Voss, he traced the course of a growing anxiety in a world
“sunk into insignificance,” where in the face of the “nothingness of the world” the
self is forced more and more vainly to comprehend the source of anxiety, which
is coupled with a fear of objects and people. Binswanger finds that his patient
tried always to “let some /ight (which always means some space) enter into the
uncanniness of her existence,” recounting the struggle to make space for the self:
“This shows the struggle of the existence to create space even in the nothingness
of anxiety, a space in which it can move freely, breathe freely, act freely—free of
the unbearable burden of the Dreadful.”® Space is salvaged in Binswanger’s
account by superstition, a “foothold” that at least holds the things of the world
as things; beyond this lies, for Voss as for many of his other patients, a state of
being lost, of living in danger without hope of control, a state of self-abdication,
dream, and delusion. Existence thus becomes a realm of a larger hostile space
and a disproportionately smaller friendly space—with a loss, that is, of distance
and thus of freedom in the world. Hence Lola Voss's “taboo” against spatio-
temporal proximity, touch, and closeness in general. ““Walls’ of taboo-like fears



and prohibitons ... slid between her and the physician.”® Binswanger
concluded:

Since existence, in this case, has totally surrendered to the Uncanny and
the Dreadful, it can no longer be aware of the fact that the Dreadful
emerges from itself, out of its very own ground. Hence there is no escape
from such fear; man stares fear-stricken at the inescapable and all his hap-
piness and pain now depend upon the possibility of conjuring the
Dreadful. His one and only desire is to become as familiar as possible
with the Dreadful, the Horrible, the Uncanny. He sees two alternatives:
the first is to “capture” the Dreadful and anticipate its “inflections” with
the help of words and playing on words; the second, which interferes se-
riously with living and life, is to put spatial distance between himself and
the persons and objects struck by the Dreadful’s curse.”

It was precisely this question of spatial proximity and distance that en-
tered into the case history of one of Binswanger’s most celebrated patients, Aby
Warburg, who between 1918 and 1924 underwent treatment at Kreuzlingen
and, as Michael Steinberg has noted, seems to have worked through his illness
according to the principles of Binswanger’s “self-realization” through writing.
Beset for his entire life by anxieties, fears, and “demons” ostensibly precipitated
by a sense of diminishing distance between the procedures of rational thought
and the speed of modern communication, Warburg intellectually constructed
his “cure” by means of along-meditated paper reflecting on his early visit to the
American southwest and his observations of the Pueblo Indians and their fes-
tivals, which he had photographed extensively in 1895.

Warburg’s changing view of modernist space was from the outset articu-
lated through a series of studies of traditional mythology and culture. War-
burg, in contrast to Worringer, was originally a convinced proponent of
modernist progress, a progress he attributed directly to the effects of abstrac-
tion.”! For Warburg, indeed, the distinction between the preindustrial and the
postindustrial was precisely that “reason” had supplied a sufficient distance be-
tween the magical forces of nature and the phobic subject; a space, as he termed
it, of reason and reflection—a Denkraum—that insulated the fearful subject
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from the unknown or at best allowed the unknown to be comprehended and
thus less feared.

Accordingly, in this ascription, space was beneficent, and the more the
better. Indeed, the “progress” that Warburg measured seemed to increase in di-
rect proportion to the amount of mental and physical “space” that might be
conquered by society in order to create a sufficient barrier between nature and
civilization. In these terms, he saw the Renaissance as a distinct turning point
in progress, not simply, as his master Jacob Burckhardt had it; because of the
substitution of the secular for the religious world, but because of the increas-
ingly spatial nature of the secular world. Warburg measured this increase by,
for example, what he saw as the space-filling nature of Renaissance festivals. It
was partly to confirm such a proposition, hardly novel since the 1870s and
largely drawn from historians like Karl Lamprecht and August Schmarsow (for
whom Warburg worked in Florence in the summer of 1889), that Warburg vis-
ited the United States in 1895. Finding little to attract him in the modernized
cast, Warburg traveled directly to the Pueblo Indian settdlements of the south-
west. For Warburg, these seemed to represent, despite the layers of moderniza-
tion under which they were buried, true survivals of magical, symbolic
cultures. He studied the three-day festival at Oraibi and its tribal dances and
ceremonies. But his real enthusiasm was reserved for the worship of the snake,
its symbols and related dances. His assumption that the snake formed a propi-
tiation for lightning, and that its handling represented the displacement of a
greater fear by a lesser, was confirmed by a schoolteacher who showed him chil-
dren’s drawings with lightning forks with snake heads.

In 1918, however, Warburg’s belief in progress was subjected to the af-
tershock of the war, and what now appeared less as a confidence in infinite pro-
gress and more as an elaborate defense against phobia finally collapsed in the
breakdown that led to the five-year confinement and treatment under Bins-
wanger. [t was this confinement, I would hazard, that was instrumental in the
development of Warburg’s special understanding of modernity and its rela-
tionship to traditional culture as represented in the preparatory notes for the
lecture that, with Binswanger’s assent, secured his release. This lecture, the
notes for which still exist, was painstakingly constructed out of the insights of
his “cure” and revised recollections of his journey to the Pueblo. Entitled “Lec-
ture on the Snake Dance,” it was finally delivered in 1923.72 In it, Warburg



worked through his cure as an elaborate rethinking of modernism’s progress, a
virtual acceptance of the dangerous proximity of phobia and reason, and a
trenchant critique of the way in which space-conquering techniques—Aflight,
wireless, telephones—seemed to him to be eroding any possibility for a stable
distance of reflection, the treasured Denkraum.

Ernst Gombrich has transcribed some of the notes and drafts for this lec-
ture, in which Warburg used, so to speak, his own mental illness to develop
theories of ostensibly “primitive” but evidently autobiographical mental states:

Primitive man is like a child in the dark. He is surrounded by a menac-
ing chaos which constantly endangers his survival. The original state,
therefore, is one of fear, of those “phobic reflexes” to which Tito Vi-
gnoli . . . attached such crucial importance for the genesis of myth and
ultimately of science. Our mind is in a constant state of readiness to take
up a defensive position against the real or imagined causes of the threat-
ening impressions which assail us.

The phobic reflex which substitutes a known image, however men-
acing, for the dread of the unknown cause has an important biological
function: even the most fearful imaginary cause is less fearful than the
dreadful unknown. . . . In this respect the phobic reaction prepares the
ground for the mastery of the world through the act of naming and
thence to the dominance of logical thought.”?

In these terms, spirituality might be interpreted as the result of universal ter-
ror, and phobia proven beneficial.

So the Indian establishes the rational element in his cosmology by de-
picting the world like his own house, which he enters by means of a lad-
der. But we must not think of this world-house as the simple reflection
of a tranquil cosmology. For the mistress of the house is the most fear-
some of all beasts—the serpent.

The snake ritual a dual function—act of primitive magic and a
quest for enlightenment—counterpart to modern control of electricity.
Buct the latter not without dangers—not a simple belief in universal pro-
gress. For progress had also destroyed distance. Anxieties and phobias
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demand distance and reflection, detachment; causes can only be grasped
through detachment and reasoning. Thus electricity annihilated Denk-
raum, the zone or space of reasoning.”

The pessimistic conclusion to the final publication of the snake ritual
lecture no doubt stems from this fear: Warburg’s photographed image of an
“Uncle Sam” with a top hat proudly striding along the road in front of an im-
itation classical rotunda, with an electric wire stretching above his top hat,
seems a symbol of the way in which what Warburg called “Edison’s copper ser-
pent” had finally wrested the thunderbolt from nature.

Telegram and telephone destroy the cosmos. Mythopeic and symbolic
thought in their struggle to spiritualize man’s relation with his environ-
ment have created space as a zone of contemplation or of reasoning
[Raum als Andachtsraum oder Denkraum], that space which the instanta-
neous connection of electricity destroys unless a disciplined humanity

restores the inhibitions of conscience.”

It was in September 1929 that Warburg heard the news of the successful dock-
ing of Eckener’s Zeppelin in New York after evading a thunderstorm by using
its instruments; for the art historian it seemed to be a triumph of science and
foresight symbolizing man’s conquest of the elements. In his journal he wrote:
“The mercury column as a weapon against Satan Phobos.””

We should of course be wary of drawing too portentous conclusions
from these jottings of Warburg; he himself noted, “They are the confessions of
an (incurable) schizoid, deposited in the archives of mental healers,” a remark
that served Gombrich’s own cautious approach well. But at the same time, War-
burg himself noted the force of the phobic in the historian’s own narratives,
those “uncanny vaults where we found the transformers which transmute the
innermost stirrings of the human soul into lasting forms.””” But we might,
with hindsight, see in Warburg’s personal narrative of breakdown and partial
recovery from modernism a sense of the inevitability of the collapse of spatial
reason, as he, with such psychological pain, finally accepted the impossibility
of stabilizing modern space or sheltering the subject in a world of rootless
psyches.



Framing Infinity

Le Corbusier, Ayn Rand, and the Idea of “Ineffable Space”

Our period demands a type of man who can restore the lost equilibrium
between inner and outer reality. This equilibrium, never static but, like
reality itself, involved in continuous change, is like that of a tightrope
dancer who, by small adjustments, keeps a continuous balance between
his being and empty space.

Sigfried Giedion'

Men in Space

The pathologies of agoraphobia and claustrophobia, joined if not caused by
their common site in metropolis, provided ready arguments for modernist ar-
chitects who were eager to reconstruct the very foundations of urban space. Ar-
guing that urban phobias were precisely the product of urban environments,
and that their cure was dependent on the erasure of the old city in its entirety,
modernist architects from the early 1920s projected images of a city restored
to a natural state, within which the dispersed institutions of the new society
would be scattered like pavilions in a landscape garden. Reviving the late eigh-
teenth-century myth of “transparency,” both social and spatial, modernists
evoked the picture of a glass city, its buildings invisible and society open. The
resulting “space” would be open, infinitely extended, and thereby cleansed of
all mental disturbance: the site of healthy and presumably aerobically perfect
bodies. As Sigfried Giedion figured it, this would be the space of a “tightrope
dancer,” balanced between individual “being” and “empty space.”™

The direct model for Giedion’s acrobat was, of course, his favorite space
architect, Le Corbusier, whose work represented for the Swiss historian the
epitome of modernism; but, evoked in 1948, the acrobat might equally have
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referred to a more fictional character, the celebrated architect designed as a kind
of “composite” modernist by Ayn Rand in her celebrated novel The Fountain-
head, published in 1943.> Thus, on the surface at least, nothing could have
seemed more serene and confident than the mental and physical being of
Howard Roark in the opening scene of the novel. Here he is depicted for all in-
tents and purposes as if in a cut from Leni Riefenstahl’'s Triumph of the Will,
viewed from below as he stands poised on the edge of a cliff. On the edge of a
high granite outcrop, his naked body, like some latter-day Prometheus (with
whom he later identifies himself at his final trial) or futurist-cum-vorticist
demigod, seems as if cut out of the material of the cliff itself—"a body of long
straight lines and angles, each curve broken into planes.” His face, “like a law
of nature” was “gaunt,” with high cheekbones betraying pure Aryan ancestry;
cold gray eyes steadily betraying iron willpower; contemptuous mouth betray-
ing a position well above the prosaic world—*“the mouth of an executioner or
a saint,” remarks Rand, paraphrasing Hugo on Robespierre.

RoarK’s very gaze was in the process of building, transforming his sur-
roundings into suitable construction materials and his position into a desirable
building site: “He looked at the granite. To be cut, he thought, and made into
walls. He looked at a tree. To be split and made into rafters. He looked at a
streak of rust on the stone and thought of iron ore under the ground. To be
melted and to emerge as girders against the sky.” If nature had not rendered the
place perfect, surely the architect might be permitted to cut and fill a lictle:
“These rocks, he thought, are here for me; waiting for the drill, the dynamite
and my voice; waiting to be split, ripped, pounded, reborn; waiting for the
shape my hands will give them.”> While this passionate and violent account of
the rape of nature by the architect deserves full analysis in the context of mod-
ernism’s, and subsequently postmodernism’s, pretensions to reshape the world,
in this context I am more interested in Howard Roark’s body, and more pre-
cisely in its position in space. For this superyouth was, almost literally, stand-
ing in midair, an Icarus before the fall:

He stood naked at the edge of a cliff. The lake lay far below him. A frozen
explosion of granite burst in flight to the sky over motionless water. The
water seemed immovable, the stone—flowing. The stone had the still-
ness of one brief moment in battle when thrust meets thrust and the cur-



rents are held in a pause more dynamic than motion. . . . The rocks went
on into the depth unchanged. They ended in the sky. So that the world
seemed suspended in space, an island floating on nothing, anchored to
the feet of the man on the cliff.¢

Here, in a typical reversal, nature is yoked to man’s feet, avoiding the Pro-
methean fate.

Roark’s space is recognizable enough. Lifted by Rand from the platitudes
of the romantic sublime, its philosophical tone heightened, so to speak, by
Nietzsche, its characteristics of absolute height, depth, and breadth had
emerged in the mid-twenties as the leitmotiv of idealistic modernism. Bruno
Taut had celebrated it in his attempts to fabricate crystalline cities out of the
Alps to form “marble cliffs” as magical as those described by Ernst Jiinger;
Mies van der Rohe had envisaged it as gridded and endless—a universal sys-
tem of three-dimensional graph paper, to be punctuated (materialized) in the
hard steel sections of a new classicism; and Le Corbusier, who had first experi-
enced it much like Roark standing on the edge of a cliff during his first visit to
the Athenian Acropolis, and elevated it into a principle, termed it “I'espace
indicible.””

This last concept was first articulated in 1933, on the occasion of Le Cor-
busier’s return to Athens for the first time since his initial visitin 1911. Now on
the occasion of the fourth CIAM, in his discourse to the assembled inter-
national modern architectural community, he confessed his debt to the Acrop-
olis in almost Nietzschean terms, remembering his first experience of the hill
and its ruins as overwhelming, how he left “crushed by the superthuman as-
pect of things on the Acropolis,” by the sight of the Parthenon, “a cry hurled
into a landscape made of grace and terror.”® It is perhaps significant that this
confession was first republished in 1948 in a review of his life and work, New
World of Space, the first chapter of which is a translation of his essay “Les-
pace indicible,” the introduction to a special number of LArchitecture d’Au-
jourd'hui of two years carlier. With the concept of “I'espace indicible” Le
Corbusier completes his acropolitan trajectory, finally assimilating the unas-
similable to his architecture.

As outlined in the 1946 essay, “ineffable space,” as the rather inele-
gant translation would have it—perhaps “inexpressible,” “indefinable,” or
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“indescribable” would be a better term—is a fundamental and indeed literally
terrifying concept. The violence of the Parthenon is balanced by a spatial milieu
that gives it room to “cry.” What in Vers une architecture had been a vast “cubic
volume” is now transformed into an instrument of the modernist sublime:

The essential thing that will be said here is that the release of aesthetic
emotion is a special function of space.

ACTION OF THE WORK on its surroundings: vibrations, cries
or shouts (such as the Parthenon on the Acropolis in Athens), arrows
darting away like rays, as if springing from an explosion; the near or dis-
tant site is shaken by them, touched, wounded dominated or caressed.
REACTION OF THE SETTING: the walls of the room, its dimen-
sions, the public square . . ., the expanses or the slopes of the landscape
even to the bare horizons of the plain or the sharp outlines of the moun-
tains—the whole environment brings its weight to bear on the place
where there is a work of art. . . . Then a boundless depth opens up, ef-

faces the walls, drives away contingent presences, accomplishes the miracle

of ineffable space.

In this sense, ineffable space was, for Le Corbusier, transcendent space. Its qual-
ities were those of container and contained; he compared it to a sounding
board, resonating and reverberating with the “plastic acoustics” set up by the
natural and man-made objects that inhabited it. Objects, if possible freestand-
ing, generated force fields, took possession of space, orchestrated it and made
it sing or cry out with harmony or pain. Such space, Le Corbusier claimed in
1946, was a discovery of modernity—"“the fourth dimension” thata number of
artists had used to “magnify space” around 1910. “The fourth dimension is the
moment of limitless escape evoked by exceptionally just consonance of the
plastic means employed.” And when correctly employed, this space had a
strangely powerful effect on the very buildings that defined it and set it in mo-
tion: “In a complete and successful work there are hidden masses of implica-
tions, a veritable world which reveals itself to those it may concern,” wrote Le
Corbusier, adding, with a contempt worthy of Roark, “which means: to those
who deserve it.” This feeling—Tlike that described a few years earlier by Freud,

who in a letter to Romain Rolland called it “oceanic”—was virtually religious



in nature: “I am not conscious of the miracle of faith, but I often live that of
ineffable space, the consummation of plastic emotions.”*

In a virtual replay of the explosion that demolished the Parthenon, inef-
fable space dissolves walls and opens the inside to the outside, an outside now
simply framed in order to testify to its visual existence, but open more or less
panoramically around the entire building. Ineffable space would then be that
dreamtand idealized, worked and realized experience that matched the heights
of Periclean Greece.

This developed theory of space, articulated in the presence of the Acrop-
olis in 1933, was sensed and intuited on his first visit to it in 1911. His travel
journal of that early journey also evoked a certain fear, an awe, sometimes a
confessed terror in his appreciation of spatial experience. Thus, beyond the
appreciation of the Parthenon as a type form, a “product of selection” to be
compared to the modern automobile, uneasy words surround his attempt to
understand it and its site, words like “violence,” “terror,” “sacrifice.” The
Parthenon is a “terrible machine,” it holds something “du brutal” “de I'intense.”!
In traditional aesthetic terms, that is, Le Corbusier is removing the object from
the category of the beautiful and reestablishing it, along Nietzschean lines, in
its proper order of the terrifying sublime. This is explicit in the account of his
first visit to the Acropolis: “Voici que se confirme la rectitude des temples, la
sauvagerie dussite . . . Lentablement d’une cruelle rigidité écrase et terrorise. Le
sentiment d’une fatalité extra-humaine vous saisit. Le Parthenon, terrible ma-
chine . . . ”12 Such rhetoric, of course, was itself traditional—Ernest Renan’s
Priere sur [Acropole, which Le Corbusier had bought and read, contains much
of the same. But what was new, and what went beyond the Wolfflinian for-
malism already a part of Le Corbusier’s intellectual baggage, was the expression
of the Parthenon and its attendant structures as objects fully activated in space
and by space; no longer the “infinite space” which, Corbusier noted, “sweet-

» «

ened the images of Athos,” but a space closed, “contracted;” “L'Acropole,—
ce roc—surgit seule au coeur d’un cadre fermé.”'> A frame formed by the sur-
rounding mountains, that operated, in Le Corbusier’s simile, like a shell hold-
ing a pearl. Nature came first, but meaning was formed by architecture: “Les
temples sont la raison de ce paysage.” The exterior is an interior.

Heightening the experience of this space for the young Le Corbusier was,

inevitably, the sense that here was to be found the very essence of architecture,
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“the essence of artistic thought,” its root and apogee. Here the awe provoked
by the experience of the Acropolis itself was intensified by an anxiety that
preceded the visit and infused the entire stay in Athens. Le Corbusier, as he
records in his journal, arrived in Athens at 11:00 in the morning; but invent-
ing “a thousand pretexts not to ascend” the Acropolis, he waited till sunset be-
fore climbing toward the Propylaea.

We are reminded of another visitor, Sigmund Freud, for whom the
Acropolis was an equally forbidding cultural monument, who had also seized
on numerous pretexts not to encounter Athens, was unaccountably depressed
at the very thought of the trip, and who, on finally being confronted with the
Acropolis in the summer of 1903, delayed his visit until the following after-
noon, putting on a clean shirt for the occasion. Interestingly enough, both Le
Corbusier and Freud experienced a similar feeling of disbelief, of unreality, at
the first sight of the mountain. As Le Corbusier expressed it, “To see the Acrop-
olis is a dream that one caresses without even dreaming of realizing it.”'4 For
Freud, as he wrote to Romain Rolland in 1926, the feeling was one of aston-
ishment, on the one hand that “all this really does exist, just as we learnt at
school,” and on the other that “the existence of Athens, the Acropolis, and the
landscape around it had ever been objects of doubt” in the first place. This
“sense of some feeling of the unbelievable and the unreal” Freud called “de-
realization” [Entfremdungsgefiihl ], the opposite number, so to speak, of déja-vu,
and he connected it, as we know, to a feeling of guilt on behalf of his father,
who had not, metaphorically at least, “come as far” as the son."

For Le Corbusier, on the other hand, this sense of dreamlike half-reality
signaled his arrival at the supreme architectural achievement, at the same time
as defending against the terrifying thought that it might never be surpassed.
Suffusing the powerful emotion of Athenian space was the equally strong anx-
iety that it might not be replicable, could not be captured or reproduced: “Ceux
qui, pratiquant I'ar¢ de l'architecture, se trouvent 2 une heure de leur carriere,
le cerveau vide, le coeur brisé de doute, devant cette tache de donner une forme
vivante & une mati¢re morte, concevront la mélancolie des soliloques au milieu
des débris—de mes entretiens glacés avec les muettes pierres.”!¢

A task that was made all the more difficult, firstly because the silent stones
were themselves hardly “there”—a derealization of architecture itself subjected

to the ruination of centuries of ransacking, explosions, and archacological
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clearing; and secondly because it was not just a question, as in the academic
practices of the nineteenth century, of working out the exact recombination of
the stones to “restore” the Acropolis, but rather of capturing the space itself, of
restaging the dynamic intensity of forms in light in space.

Now all this could be put down to the common youthful enthusiasm
shared by Rand and Le Corbusier for Nietzsche and Herbert Spencer, for a fin-de-
siecle diet of antidecadence and symbolist aesthetics, motivated by a quasi-
religious Wagnerianism fomented by Edouard Schuré, author of Les grands initiés,
nourished by a good dose of Hugo’s Notre-Dame, which for Le Corbusier,
Rand, and notably for Frank Lloyd Wright had challenged the modern archi-
tect to rediscover the authentic roots of cultural and social expression, to fight
the increasing hegemony of the printed word, if not the movies, and to return,
cutting through the academic undergrowth, to natural forms and forces.

But in the same way as “oceanic space” was, in Freud, established through
what he termed a “disturbance of memory,” itself caused by a deeper anxiety
(that of success and the overcoming of the father), so, for Roark and Le Cor-
busier, infinite space became the instrument of suppression for everything they
hated about the city, if not the agent of repression of their own highly devel-
oped phobias: claustrophobia in the face of the old city, of course, butalso, and
linked to this, that fear identified by Simmel—the fear of touching.

Out of Touch

The pathological symptom of Beriihrungsangst, the fear of getting into
too close a contact with objects, is spread endemically in a mild degree
nowadays. It grows out of a kind of hyperaesthetics, for which every live
and immediate contact produces pain.

Georg Simmel, “Sociological Aesthetics™”

It does not take an especially attentive reader to notice that Rand’s characters
all suffer from an intolerable fear of touching, if not from more precise pho-
bias. Henry Cameron asks Roark: “Do you ever look at the people in the street?
Aren’t you afraid of them? I am. They move past you and they wear hats and
they carry bundles. But that’s not the substance of them. The substance of
them is hatred for any man that loves his work. That’s the only kind they fear.”



Dominique Francon’s phobia was more developed: “She had always hated the
streets of a city. She saw the faces streaming past her, the faces made alike by
fear—fear as a common denominator, fear of themselves, fear of all and of one
another, fear making them ready to pounce upon whatever was held sacred by
any single one they met. She could not define the nature or the reason of that
fear. But she had always felt its presence. She had kept herself clean and free in
a single passion—to touch nothing.”"* Later she develops an unmistakable case
of agoraphobia, confined to Gail Wynand’s penthouse following her marriage.
Even the reliable and sensible Katie, the luckless niece of Ellsworth Toohey and
ever-patient fiancee of Peter Keating, is forced to confess a phobic interlude:

I was working on my research notes all day, and nothing happened at all.
No calls or visitors. And then suddenly tonight, I had that feeling, it was
like a nightmare, you know, the kind of horror that you can't describe,
that’s not like anything normal at all. Just the feeling that I was in mortal
danger, that something was closing in on me, that I'd never escape it, be-
cause it wouldn’t let me and it was too late. . . . Haven’t you ever had a

feeling like that, just fear that you couldn’t explain?

She thought that “maybe the room was stuffy, or maybe it was the silence,”
when she saw her uncle Ellsworth Toohey’s shadow looming huge on the
wall—a kind of uncanny apparition of his future influence. “That’s when it
got me. It wouldn’t move, that shadow, but I thought all that paper was mov-
ing. I thought it was rising very slowly off the floor, and it was going to come
to my throat and I was going to drown. That's when I screamed. And, Peter, he
didn’t hear.”?

We are reminded of another modernist heroine, Virginia Woolf’s Mrs.
Dalloway, in the novel of the same name, and of what Clarissa Dalloway her-
self described as a “panic fear” that accompanied her throughout life and was
precisely exacerbated in that most male and modernist of domains, the me-
tropolis. Woolf stages this fear in the London of 1923, five years after the ces-
sation of hostilities in World War I, and her characterization of a London in
shock, of a social as well as an urban trauma, is pointed by the parallel histories
of two protagonists: the socialite and party-giver Mrs. Dalloway, whose only
care in life seemed to be the organization of her invitations and the hostessing
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of her “perfect” party; and the returned shell-shock victim Septimus Warren
Smith, who gradually retreats from an intolerable world into silence. At first
randomly joined by juxtaposition, these two oddly matched figures are inex-
orably paired and intertwined, coming together at the end of the novel when
the infamous nerve doctor Sir William Bradshaw brings the news of Warren
Smith’s suicide to Mrs. Dalloway’s party. Then what have seemed all along to
be two disparate worlds, upper and middle class, external pleasure and internal
pain, are seen as one. As Mrs. Dalloway pieced it together:

What business had the Bradshaws to talk of death at her party? A young
man had killed himself. And they talked of it at her party—the Brad-
shaws, talked of death. He had killed himself—but how? Always her
body went through it first, when she was told, suddenly, of an accident;
her dress flamed, her body burnt. . . .

Suppose [she thought of Septimus] he had . . . gone to Sir William
Bradshaw, a great doctor yet to her obscurely evil, without sex or lust, ex-
tremely polite to women, but capable of some indescribable outrage. . . .
Might he not then have said. . . . Life is made intolerable. Then (she had
felc it only this morning) there was the terror; the overwhelming inca-
pacity . . . there was in the depths of her heart an awful fear.!

The spatial characteristics of this fear paralleled those of Rand’s Katie: a nec-
essary interiority, either mental or physical or both; hence the ascription agora-
or claustrophobia. Its forms are those of stream of consciousness, of entrap-
ment, of intolerable closure, of space without exit, finally of breakdown and
often suicide; Septimus Warren Smith, as we know, anticipated Woolf’s own
suicide at the outbreak of the Second World War.

And if Woolf’s or Rand’s characters hated the city that made them sick,
Le Corbusier’s responses were equally pathological. Writing in 1929 on “The
Street” for the journal Llntransigeant, he castigated the traditional canyon,
“plunged in eternal twilight.”

The street . . . rising straight up from it are walls of houses, which when
seen against the sky-line presenta grotesquely jagged silhouette of gables,
attics, and zinc chimneys. At the very bottom of this scenic railway lies



the street, plunged in eternal twilight. The sky is a remote hope far, far
above it. The street is no more than a trench, a deep cleft, a narrow pas-
sage. And although we have been accustomed to it for more than a thou-
sand years, our hearts are always oppressed by the constriction of its
enclosing walls.

The street is full of people: one must take care where one goes. For
several years now it has been full of rapidly moving vehicles as well; death
threatens us at every step between the twin curb-stones. But we have been
trained to face the peril of being crushed between them. On Sundays,
when they are empty, the streets reveal their full horror. . . . Every aspect
of human life pullulates throughout their length . . . a sea of lusts and
faces. It is better than the theater, better than what we read in novels. . . .
The street wears us out. And when all is said and done we have to admit
it disgusts us.

Heaven preserve us from the Balzacian mentality of [those] who
would be content to leave our streets as they are because these murky
canyons offer them the fascinating spectacle of human physiognomy!>2

The solution, for both Roark and Le Corbusier, was to profess a sublime
indifference and disdain for streets and people alike, summed up in RoarK’s re-
ply to Cameron’s question: “But I never notice the people in the streets.” And
once “not noticed,” of course, these people might easily be wished away in
dreams of peace and quiet, emptiness, and spatial luxury:

Reason, and reason alone, would justify the most brilliant solutions and
endorse their urgency. But suppose reason were reinforced by a well-
timed lyricism. . . .

You are under the shade of trees, vast lawns spread all round you.
The air is clean and pure; there is hardly any noise. What, you cannot
see where the buildings are? Look through the charmingly diapered
arabesques of branches out into the sky towards those widely-spaced
crystal towers which soar higher than any pinnacle on earth. These
translucent prisms that seem to float in the air without anchorage to the
ground—{lashing in summer sunshine, softly gleaming under grey win-

ter skies, magically glittering at nightfall—are huge blocks of offices. . . .
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Those gigantic and majestic prisms of purest transparency rear their
heads one upon the other in a dazzling spectacle of grandeur, serenity
and gladness.?

Here Le Corbusier touches on the principle that will dominate all others
throughout the history of modernism, whether expressionist, functionalist,
metaphysical, or idealist: transparency. A transparency that, extending the uni-
versal panopticism of Benthamite ideology, will finally render buildings sub-
jects: subject to space, absorbed and dissolved in it, penetrated from all sides by
light and air, undercut by greenery, roofs planted as gardens in the sky. Again
we have returned to one of the commonplaces of modernism (perhaps the ease
with which modernism fabricated its commonplaces accounts for the ease with
which postmodernism fabricated its own), but it was a commonplace that ren-
dered it absurdly easy to construct the notion of a city to end all cities, from Le
Corbusier’s project for Une Ville Contemporaine of 1923, to his Voisin Plan
of 1925, culminating in the Ville Verte and Ville Radieuse of 1933-1935.
With the proposal for the “Cartesian” skyscraper to replace the “gothic” and
“too small” towers of New York, Le Corbusier joins Roark. In an elegant re-
versal of influence, his profile, photographed against Rockefeller Center in
1947 and published on the jacket of the English edition, seems to mirror that
of Gary Cooper as he stands by his own model of rational transparency in the
film of The Fountainhead.

But would transparency on its own serve to eradicate all those phobias,
psychoses, and neuroses so dear to the metropolitan doctors? For Le Corbusier
and his supporters, ineffable space had resolved the question. In a 1928 issue of
Les Cabiers de la République des Lettres in which Le Corbusier expounded his vi-
sion of a new Paris, the old doctor Maurice de Fleury, whose work on neuras-
thenia had consistently championed Charcot’s heredity thesis, contributed an
article on “urban neuroses” flatly denying any relation between urban life and
pathological disorders, claiming that all the so-called neurasthenic diseases
were in fact hereditary. “These psychoneuroses, these half-madnesses, have no
other cause than heredity. They are essentially constitutional maladies. The mi-
lieu, incidents, overexcitement are in no way their profound cause. What in the
time of Morel and Magnan one called mental degeneration appears less and
less to find its raison d’étre in ardent activity.” Indeed, the external stimuli em-



6. Le Corbusier. "This
rock of Rio de Janeiro

is celebrated. Around it
are set the disheveled
mountains; the sea
bathes them. Palm trees,
banana trees; tropical
splendor animates the
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A frame all around! The
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in the room." Oeuvre
compléte 1938-1946,
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anating from the city are veritably beneficial: “These external stimuli, which
from all sides assail us, are like a bath of vital energy. They play for us, at our
behest, the beneficent role of military music which relieves the step of the tired
soldier, or of the orchestra whose rhythmic accents unleash the muscular
strength of dancers. Let us not fear urban life too much.” In this way the way
was cleared for the muscular energy of Le Corbusier’s typical “man” working
out freely like an athlete in open space. As Le Corbusier scornfully snorted in
the face of late nineteenth-century decorative art: “Disorder! Neurasthenia!
This art whose ebbing foam displays its broken fringe along our picture mold-
ings is not the art of the new phenomenon which captures our imagination.”?



Spaces of Passage

The Architecture of Estrangement: Simmel, Kracauer, Benjamin

A common and often explicit theme underlying the different responses of writ-
ers and social critics to the big cities of the nineteenth century might be found
in the general concept of “estrangement”: the estrangement of the inhabitant
of a city too rapidly changing and enlarging to comprehend in traditional
terms; the estrangement of classes from each other, of individual from in-
dividual, of individual from self, of workers from work. These refrains are
constant from Rousseau to Marx, Baudelaire to Benjamin. The theme, a com-
monplace of romantic irony and self-enquiry and the leitmotiv of the Marxist
critique of capital, was understood in both psychological and spatial terms.
From Baudelaire’s laments over the disappearance of old Paris (“the form of a
city changes, alas, more rapidly than a man’s heart”) to Engels’s wholesale cri-
tique of what he called “Haussmannization,” the physical fabric of the city was
identified as the instrument of a systematized and enforced alienation. The po-
litical critique of urban redevelopment forced by the growth of cities came to-
gether with the nostalgia of cultural conservatives lamenting the loss of their
familiar quarters, creating a generalized sense of distantiation, of individual
isolation, from the mechanical, mass-oriented, rapidly moving and crowded
metropolis. Massimo Cacciari has written the history of this intellectual and
“negative” critique of Metropolis as it emerged in the sociology of Max Weber,
Georg Simmel, and their more conservative contemporaries Ferdinand Tén-
nies and Werner Sombart.!

Here I am concerned with only one aspect of this discourse of estrange-
ment, the spatial and architectural in the writings of Simmel, Siegfried
Kracauer, and Walter Benjamin as they searched for physical clues to the un-
derstanding of the social conditions of modernity. It will be my argument that,
starting with the spatial sociology of Simmel, developing in the paradigmatic
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spaces identified and described by his student Kracauer, thence to be applied
as a criterion of historical-critical analysis by Benjamin, a unique sensibility
of urban space was worked out, one that was neither used as a simple illus-
tration of social history nor seen as a mechanical cause of social change, but
rather a conception of space as reciprocally interdependent with society. This
sensibility was, by its very nature, attached to certain kinds of urban spaces
that were, for social critics, constitutionally related to the social estrangement
that seemed to permeate the metropolitan realm. In this sense, the critical
strength of spatial paradigms was derived from their intimate association, if
not complicity, with the material and psychological conditions of what Georg
Lukdcs dubbed the “transcendental homelessness” of the modern world. For
these writers, indeed, they existed as the tangible and residual forms of such
alienation.

On one level, of course, it is already a commonplace of intellectual his-
tory to note the fundamental role of spatial form in the cultural analyses of so-
cial critics like Adorno, Kracauer, and Benjamin. The intérieur of Adorno, the
site of his critique of Kierkegaard; the Hotelballe of Kracauer, key to his read-
ing of the detective novel as itself a “reading” of modern society; Benjamin’s
Parisian passage, the central figure of his interpretation of the nineteenth cen-
tury as the prehistory of the twentieth: these emblematic spaces haunt their
texts, symbolizing every aspect of the nomadism, the consumer fetishism, and
the displaced individualism of modern life in the great cities. Kracauer’s often-
cited observation, “Spatial images [Raumbilder] are the dreams of society.
Wherever the hieroglyphics of these images can be deciphered, one finds the
basis of social reality,”? accurately captures the special nature of these spatial
evocations: like hieroglyphs, and their modern counterparts, dreams, these
spaces stand ready to be deciphered. Neither simple illustrations nor fully ana-
lyzed examples, they seem to hover in a deliberately maintained state of half-
reality, now glimpsed clearly, now lost in a cloud of metaphor.

And yet it is true that the central position of these spatial paradigms in
the development of critical theory has more often than not been obscured by
the equal and sometimes opposite role of temporality, of their concern with
historical dialectics. Thus, Adorno’s own critique of Benjamin’s tendencies to-
ward spatial reification, together with a tendency on the part of critics to fol-
low Benjamin’s preoccupation with memory and post-Bergsonian philosophy,



has itself worked against the nuanced interpretation of any dominant spatial
images. Perhaps, also, these images are themselves almost too self-evident, too
overdetermined, to be noticed as particular “constructions” in their own right.
When Benjamin refers to arcades, or Kracauer to a hotel lobby, we tend to as-
sociate these forms immediately to their historical and physical referents,
ignoring the degree of artifice and careful articulation that distinguishes
Benjamin’s “passage” or Kracauer’s “lobby” from any that we might ourselves
have known. For in a real sense these are purely textual spaces, designed, so to
speak, by their authors; they possess an architectonics of their own, all the more
special for its ambiguous status between textual and social domains; they are,
so to speak, buildings that themselves serve as analytical instruments. Here the
professional formation of Kracauer as an architect takes on a significant role
that far surpasses, while at the same time being informed by, his actual career as

a designer.
Estrangement: Georg Simmel

Objects remain spellbound in the unmerciful separation of space, no
material part can commonly share its space with another, a real unity of

diverse elements does not exist in space.

Georg Simmel, “Bridge and Door”

As we have seen, agoraphobia had emerged by the end of the century as a spe-
cific instance of that generalized estrangement identified by social critics as the
principal effect of life in metropolis. It was, indeed, a central metaphor for the
more generalized psychological interpretation of modern space undertaken by
sociologists who, starting with Georg Simmel, sought to establish a science of
social form and structure that treated space as a central category for modeling
social relations, a point of reference for the study of individuals and groups. In
the face of the crowded disorder of the modern metropolis, argued Simmel,
the “sensitive and nervous modern person” required a degree of spatial isola-
tion as a kind of prophylactic against psychological intrusion.? If such a per-
sonal boundary were to be transgressed, a “pathological deformation” might be
observed in the individual, who would present all the symptoms of what Sim-
mel called “fear of touching,” or Beriihrungsangst. This fear of coming into too

66

ulwefuag Janedely |SWWIS :1UWIBURIIST JO 3IN3IYIY Y]

67



Spaces of Passage

close a contact with objects was, he argued, “a consequence of hyperaesthesia,
for which every direct and energetic contact causes pain.”* Simmel’s diagnosis
was at once spatial and mental: the real cause of the neurosis was not, as West-
phal and Sitte had implied, solely spatial. Rather, he argued, it was a product of
the rapid oscillation between two characteristic moods of urban life: the over-
close identification with things and too great distance from them. In both cases,
as with the symptoms of agoraphobia, the question was spatial at root, the re-
sult of the open spaces of the city, those very large expanses in which the
crowds of metropolis found their “impulsiveness and enthusiasm.”™

Outof this understanding of the spatial dimensions of social order, Sim-
mel went on to construct a theory of estrangement that was once and for all
tied to the space of metropolis.® Defining the place and role of individuals in
society by their spatial relations of proximity and distance, he added the psy-
chological dimension to the spatial, asserting, “It is not the form of spatial
proximity or distance that creates the special phenomena of neighbourliness or
foreignness, no matter how irrefutable this might seem. Rather, these two are
facts caused purely by psychological contents.” Space as the expression of social
conditions would then be open to the sociological gaze: “Spatial relations are
only the condition, on the one hand, and the symbol, on the other, of human
relations.” As effects of human activities, spaces were important indications
of social processes, of the interaction between human beings conceived of and
experienced as space-filling. The “empty space” between individuals, filled and
animated by their reciprocal relations, was, in these terms, both a spatial
and a functional concept.® Viewed in this way, space might allow for the study
of the social boundaries that defined the limits of territorial groupings; spatial
unities might be identified, within borders coincident with the locations of par-
ticular social groups. Such borders, the spatial expression of sociological and
functional unity alike, intersected social space like a network of imaginary
lines, articulating the activity of society as a frame isolates a picture from its
background.

The metropolis presented the most exacerbated condition of these psy-
chological boundaries. In his essay “Metropolis and Mental Life,” of 1903,
Simmel characterized the “psychological foundation, upon which the metro-
politan individuality is erected, . . . the intensification of emotional life due to
the swift and continuous shift of external and internal stimuli,” as spatial by



definition: “To the extent that the metropolis creates these psychological con-
ditions—with every crossing of the street, with the tempo and multiplicity of
economic, occupational and social life—it creates in the sensory foundations
of mental life, and in the degree of awareness necessitated by our organization
as creatures dependent on differences, a deep contrast with the slower, more ha-
bitual, more smoothly flowing rhythm of the sensory-mental phase of small
town and rural existence.”

The social relations of the metropolitan inhabitant would then be intel-
lectual rather than oral and emotional; the conscious would dominate the un-
conscious; habits would be adaptable and shifting, rather than rooted and
apparently eternal; the impersonal would overcome the personal; objective dis-
tance would replace subjective empathy. The fundamental cause of these dif-
ferences was the nature of metropolitan temporality, the speeded-up tempo of
life itself and its regulation according to the standards of “punctuality, calcula-

bility, and exactness.” For Simmel,

the metropolis is the proper arena for this type of culture which has out-
grown every personal element. Here in buildings and educational insti-
tutions, in the wonders and comforts of space-conquering technique, in
the formations of social life and in the concrete institutions of the State
is to be found such a tremendous richness of crystallizing, depersonal-
ized cultural accomplishments that the personality can, so to speak,
scarcely maintain itself in the face of it.°

It was the very nature of social relations in the big city that forced distance and
thus alienation, for self-defense and for functional reasons. And distance was
first and foremost a product of the omnipotence of sight; as opposed to the
knowledge of individuals based on intimacy and oral communication in a

small community, metropolitan connections were rapid, glancing, and ocular:

Social life in the large city as compared with the towns shows a great pre-
ponderance of occasions to see rather than to hear people. . . . Before the
appearance of omnibuses, railroads, and streetcars in the nineteenth cen-
tury, men were not in a situation where for periods of minutes or hours
they could or must look at each other without talking to one another.
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The greater perplexity which characterizes the person who only sees, as
contrasted with the one who only hears, brings us to problems of the
emotions of modern life; the lack of orientation in the collective life, the
sense of utter lonesomeness, and the feeling that the individual is sur-
rounded on all sides by closed doors.!!

This distance was necessarily reinforced by the very character of daily life itself.
In The Philosophy of Money, Simmel wrote,

For the jostling crowdedness and the motley disorder of metropolitan
communication would simply be unbearable without such psychological
distance. Since contemporary urban culture, with its commercial, pro-
fessional and social intercourse, forces us to be physically close to an enor-
mous number of people, sensitive and nervous modern people would
sink completely into despair if the objectification of social relationships
did not bring with it an inner boundary and reserve. The peculiar char-
acter of relationships, either openly or concealed in a thousand forms,
places an invisible functional distance between people that is an interior
protection and neutralization against the overcrowded proximity and
friction of our cultural life.'?

In his series of excursuses to his essay on social space, Simmel treated a
number of characteristic types—the poor, the adventurer, the stranger—as in-
dicative of the power of space to determine role. The last of these, the stranger,
was most exemplary. If, Simmel stated, wandering was equivalent to the /ber-
ation from every given point in space and was the conceptual opposite to fixa-
tion at such a point, then the sociological form of the stranger combined these
two characteristics in one. That is, the stranger was not the “wanderer who
comes today and goes tomorrow but the person who comes today and stays to-
morrow.” Fixed within a particular spatial group, the stranger was one who has
not belonged from the beginning. “In the stranger,” Simmel concluded, “are
organized the unity of nearness and remoteness of every human relation,” in
such a way that in relationship to the stranger “distance means that he who is
close by is far, and strangeness means that he who also is far is actually near.”?
Here Simmel anticipated Freud’s reflections on that form of estrangement



known as the uncanny, where relations of the familiar and the unfamiliar—das
Heimliche and das Unheimliche—become ambiguous and merge with one an-
other. Simmel, himself the epitome of the stranger, cultivated, urban, Jewish,
and excluded from the normal academic career of his contemporaries Weber
and Dilthey, thus defined the role of a being at once strange and estranged in
the money economy of capitalism.

Hotelhalle: Siegfried Kracauer

Of all Simmel’s students and followers, it was Siegfried Kracauer who, trained
as an architect, most profoundly absorbed these lessons of spatial sociology,
and especially of the analysis of spatial formations applied to the under-
standing of estrangement.' From his student experience in Berlin in 1907,
when he had taken detailed notes at Simmel’s lecture on “The Problem of
Style in Art,” to the completion of his still unpublished monograph on Sim-
mel in 1917, Kracauer found in Simmel a methodological guide to the pres-
ent. And while his early architectural designs between 1916 and 1918 were
by no means infused with a direct sociological “distance,” when redescribed
in his later autobiographical novel Ginster, they took on the character of mo-
ments in a slow development toward what Ernst Bloch would recognize as the
personality of “the detached hero concerned about nothing and entirely with-
out pathos.”"

Thus, his project for the Military Memorial Cemetery, designed in Frank-
furtin 1916, was, in Kracauer’s recollection, a moment of transition between a
reliance on traditional models—the cemetery of Genoa and the cathedral of
Milan—with their implications of mystery and the labyrinthine picturesque,
toward an ironic and distanced vision of the character appropriate to modernity,
and a modernity deeply implicated in the forms of war: “To hide the tombs like
Easter eggs, this project seemed too soft for these times of general war. Such
times called for a cemetery where their horror would be reflected. In place of us-
ing the sketches he had developed until then, Ginster . . . elaborated a system of
a cemetery that was similar to a project of military organization.” Thence the
“scientifically lined up,” rectilinear tombs set at right angles along allées lined by
geometrically cut foliage, surrounding a funerary monument that took the form
of an elevated cube with a stepped-back quasi-pyramidal top that served to
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display the names of the dead: “During these years of war, the key word for the
ruling classes,” Kracauer observed, “was simplicity.”!¢

Even the “prettiness” of his design for a Sied/ung at Osnabriick, drawn up
in November 1918, with its “little detached houses and gardens with pitched
roofs,” seemed to “Ginster-Kracauer” to be premature at the very least: in the
present conditions of war, “they would,” he observed, “inevitably be de-
stroyed,” and if not, these pretty houses would become the objects of destruc-
tion in a new war, attaching the workers to their defense. “Certainly,”
concluded Kracauer, “one could not house workers in holes, but it would be
perhaps more suitable to place tombstones in the gardens.”” Similar transfor-
mations from symbolism to rationalism were to be traced in the projects of the
Swiss architect Hannes Meyer for Sied/ungen and cemeteries between 1919 and
1923: the Freidorf housing estate near Basel, 1919-1921, with its “Palladian,”
almost neoclassical layout, but with pitched roofs, and the project for the cen-
tral cemetery in Basel, 1923, which seems to echo the contemporary interest in
the revolutionary architecture of the late eighteenth century, seem to mirror
the projects of Kracauer, even though Meyer’s later move toward the new ob-
jectivity would doubtless have been condemned by Kracauer.

Kracauer’s account of his self-distancing from architectural practice
seems to have been accompanied by a growing awareness of the distancing
powers of architectural space itself, or, rather, the potential of space to act as a
powerful emblem of social estrangement. Kracauer characterized his 1917 es-
say on Simmel as an “existential topography,” comparing it to those developed
by Simmel himself. In his subsequent writings, the concept of an inhabited
topography was extended literally with the aid of Simmel’s sociology to the
spaces of modern life: the hotel lobby, which became the focus of an unpub-
lished essay on the detective novel in 1922-1925; the “pleasure barracks” of the
cafés and music halls, together with their despondent counterparts, the unem-
ployment exchanges, described in his study of white collar workers in 19305
the boulevards or “homes for the homeless” that form the setting of his life of
Offenbach published in 1936.

Of these, the hotel lobby (Hotelhalle), seen by Kracauer as the paradig-
matic space of the modern detective novel, and thus as epitomizing the condi-
tions of modern life in their anonymity and fragmentation, was perhaps the
most Simmelian in its formulation.'® Kracauer compared the modern hotel



lobby to the traditional church; the one a shelter for the transient and discon-
nected, the other for the community of the faithful. Using Simmel’s categories
of spatial description, Kracauer elaborated the distinction between what he
termed erflillter Raum, or the “inhabited space” of Verkniipfung, or “commu-
nion,” and the void or empty space of physics and the abstract sciences—what
he characterized as the 7atio of modern life. Shut out of the religiously bonded
community, the modern urban dweller could rely only on spaces, like that of
the hotel lobby, “that bear witness to his nonexistence.” Detached from every-
day life, individual atoms with no connection save their absolute anonymity,
the hotel guests were scattered like atoms in a void, confronted with “nothing”
(vis-a-vis de rien); stranded in their armchairs, the guests could do little more
than find a “disinterested pleasure in contemplating the world.”" In this way,
“the civilization that tends toward rationalization loses itself in the elegant club
chair,” in the ultimate space of indifference. Even the conventional silence of
the setting parodied that of the church. Kracauer quoted Thomas Mann in
Death in Venice: “In this room there reigned a religious silence which is one of
the distinctive marks of grand hotels. The waiters serve with muffled steps.
One hardly hears the noise of a cup or tea-pot, or a whispered word.” In Kra-

cauer’s vision of spatial alienation,

Rudiments of individuals slide in the nirvana of relaxation, faces are lost
behind the newspaper, and the uninterrupted artificial light illumines
only manikins. It is a coming and going of unknowns who are changed
into empty forms by forgetting their passwords, and who parade, imper-
ceptible, like Chinese shadows. If they had an interiority, it would have

no windows.2!

The mystery of the lobby, proper site of the detective novel, was no longer re-
ligious but base, a mystery among the masks; Kracauer cited the detective novel
by Sven Elvestad, Death Enters the Hotel: “One sees thus once again thata grand
hotel is a world apart, and this world resembles the rest of the big world. The
clients wander here in their light and carefree summer life, without suspecting
what strange mysteries evolve among them.”?? Here, the “pseudo-individuals,”
or guests, spread themselves like molecules in “a spatial desert without limits,”
never destined to come together, even when compressed within the Grossstadt.
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Their only link, Kracauer concluded, was indifferent enough: what he called,
suggestively, the strategic grand routes of convention.??

Vagabondage

Would it be the case that vagabondage leads to hysterical neurasthenia,
or rather the reverse, that neurasthenia leads to vagabondage?

Jean-Martin Charcot, Lecons du mardi

It was the analysis of these “strategic routes” that formed the basis of Walter
Benjamin’s study of the big city, research that under the title of Passagen-
Werk—work on the “passages” or covered shopping arcades of Paris—took up
the last ten years of his life. Evoking the urban flineur, Benjamin extolled the
artof “slow walking” as the instrument of modern urban mapping. Franz Hes-
sel, whose Promenades in Berlin he reviewed with special interest, seemed, for
Benjamin, to take this art to its highest form. At once recording the streets and
spaces of modern Berlin, with an irony that exposed the shallow propositions
of architect-planners, and searching to record the rapidly vanishing old city
with minute observations, Hessel bore witness to a moment of transition that
would, for Benjamin, never be repeated: “The flineur is the priest of the genius
loci. This discreet passerby with his priesthood and his detective’s flair, there
surrounds his erudition something like that around Chesterton’s Father Brown,
that master of criminalistics.”?* But the dandified figure of the stroller was
complemented in Benjamin by another, more subversive image: that of the
vagabond who alone, criminal and exiled, possessed the marginal vision that
transgressed boundaries and turned them into thresholds, a way of looking
that engendered what Benjamin called the “peddling [colportage] of space.”?
Writing of the Place du Maroc in Belleville, Benjamin noted this strange power
of names, spaces, and allegorical signification to construct, as if under the in-
fluence of hashish, a complex and shifting image beyond that of their mate-
rial existence. Entering the deserted square on a Sunday afternoon, Benjamin
found himself not only in the Moroccan desert but also in a colonial monu-
ment: “the topographic vision intersected in it with an allegorical signification,
and it did not for all that lose its place at the heart of Belleville. But it is ordi-
narily reserved for drugs to be able to arouse such a vision. In fact, the names



of streets, in these cases, are inebriating substances that render our perception
richer in strata and in spheres. One could call the force with which they plunge
us into this state an ‘evocative virtue.””2¢ Referring to the many cases of “am-
bulatory automatism” examined by Charcot and his followers, Benjamin
compared this perception to that of the vagabond amnesiac: “It is not the
association of images that is here decisive, but their interpenetration. This fact
should also be remembered in order to understand certain pathological phe-
nomena: the sick man who wanders the city during the hours of nightand for-
gets the way back has perhaps felt the ascendency of this power.”?”

In using the metaphor of the amnesiac, Benjamin was evoking a tradi-
tion of medical cases in which from the 1880s doctors had attempted to link
the incidence of certain neurasthenias to social class and even race. For if
agoraphobia and claustrophobia were, at least in the majority of cases studied,
spatial afflictions of the middle class, another variety of urban disorder, named
by Charcot “ambulatory automatism,” seemed more prevalent among the
working class and especially the out-of-work. For Charcot and his followers
ambulatory diseases were inevitably associated with the criminal activity of
vagabondage, seemingly differentiated only in terms of degree. They were
most evident, Charcot wrote, among those “without avowed profession, with-
out fixed domicile, in a word vagabonds, those who often sleep under bridges,
in quarries or lime kilns and who are exposed at any instant to the blows of the
police.”®

Charcot presented two kinds of cases to the audience of his Tuesday
lessons. The first were those of vagabonds properly speaking, the second those
of workers who were evidently suffering attacks of hysterical of epileptic am-
nesia. In the first category, the case of a Hungarian Jew who suffered from a
“manie des voyages” was of especial interest, as perhaps indicating to Charcot
the hereditary nature of what he called this “Israelite” disease: “He is Israelite,
you see it well, and the sole fact of his bizarre peregrinations presents itself to us
as mentally submitted to the regime of instincts.”? In the second classification,
Charcot concentrated on the case of a young delivery man whose periodic loss
of memory led to his wandering through and outside Paris for days on end.

Here is a man walking the streets of Paris for 14 hours. It goes without
saying that he must have looked appropriate; if not, he would have been
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stopped by the police. He must have had his eyes open, or else he would
have brought attention to himself. . . . So he must have acted as you or I
would on the street, but he was unconscious.*

In the light of the repeated nature of these excursions, Charcot diagnosed am-
bulatory automatism caused by epilepsy. In a nice literary touch, the doctor
noted that he was fascinated by the apparent coincidence between his patient’s
amnesia or somnambulism and that depicted by Shakespeare in Macbeth: “If 1
wanted to define this patient’s mental state, I would, like both the poet and
physician, say that here is a patient who appears asleep but who behaves like
you and me, and we, of course, are awake.”?!

In transposing what for Charcot was an attempt to demonstrate the
heredity or racial aspects of vagabondage (the case of his “wandering Jew” was
celebrated) into a metaphor for pathological vision, Benjamin was privileging
a particular point of view: not that of the doctor-observer, but that of the pa-
tient. Such a pathological reading of the city now took on a critical aspect, to
be emulated by the writer/flaneur as he sought to recapture the primal reso-
nances of natural paths in the urban labyrinth. Only a dreamlike state of sus-
pension might enable the wanderer to cross between physical surroundings and
their mental contents.

Viewed through these lenses, the urban street regained something of the
original terror of the nomadic route. Where, Benjamin noted, the original
track or road had always carried with it associations of the “terrors of wander-
ing,” embedded in the mythical consciousness of the tribes, the street engen-
dered a new form of terror, that of the boredom inspired by its “monotonous
ribbon of asphalt.” Drawing these two terrors together, and still to be found
buried in the subterranean ways of the modern city, was the figure of the
labyrinth, site of endless wandering—the Métro.??

This underground, which was for Benjamin in some way an equivalent
to the unconscious of the city, was to be explored with all the techniques of the
geographer. Reading the city “topographically,” Benjamin tried to recapture its
strange, landscape character. He cited Hofmannsthal’s vision of Paris as a
“landscape composed of pure life,” and added that if this was so, it would be a
veritable “volcanic landscape”: “Paris is, in the social order, the pendant to
Vesuvius in the geographical order.” In his imagination, Paris was transformed



into the semblance of an antique excavation, with its ruins, its sacred places,
and even its entrances to the underworld. In this sense, it was also like a dream;
hence his fascination with those “passages, architectures where we live once
again oneirically the life of our parents and our grandparents, as the embryo in
the womb of its mother repeats phylogenesis. Existence flows in these places
without particular accentuation, as in the episodes of dreams. Flanerie gives its
thythm to this somnolence.” Like the troglodyte inhabitants of Gabriel
Tarde’s vision of a future underground society, Benjamin’s flineurs were trac-
ing the final paths through the traditional city. The development of the boule-
vards represented only the first stage in the process of the eventual dissolution
of the urban fabric.

Implicitly, through the accumulated citations of the Passagen-Werk, Ben-
jamin traces a history of modern vision in which the rise of deeper and more
public perspectives in the public realm was accomplished at the expense of in-
dividual interiority. In the Biedermeier interiors of the 1830s, with their win-
dows shaded by layers of drapery out of urban sight, the point of view was
entirely from the inside: “It is thus something like a perspective which opens
from the interior toward the window.” In the panoramas and arcades, perspec-
tive is partially exteriorized but still shut in, a “suffocating perspective.” In the
broad open vistas of Haussmann, the development was sustained with all the
inexorable logic of modern spatialization: from claustrophobia to agora-
phobia. It remained only for the project of modernist transparency to complete
the process. Describing the peregrinations of Hessel, the modern wanderer,
Benjamin saw him as the witness to the very “last monuments of an ancient art
of dwelling”:

The last: because in the imprint of the turning point of the epoch, it is
written that the knell has sounded for the dwelling in its old sense,
dwelling in which security prevailed. Giedion, Mendelsohn, Le Cor-
busier have transformed the place of abode of men into the transitory
space of all the imaginable forces and waves of air and light. What is be-
ing prepared is found under the sign of transparency.?

The ideology of transparency, the battle cry of modernism, was, as Benjamin
recognized, the agent of a spatial dissolution to which only the flineur was
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privy: “the sensation of the entirely new, of the absolutely modern, is a form of
becoming as oneiric as the eternal return itself. The perception of space that
corresponds to this conception of time is the transparency of the world of the
flaneur.”®

What for Le Corbusier represented a liberation from the closed and in-
fected Balzacian quarters of the nineteenth-century city was, in the historically
nuanced terms of Benjamin, the substitution of the void for the home. With-
out comment Benjamin copied a passage from Sigfried Giedion’s Bauen in
Frankreich of 1928: “The houses of Le Corbusier define themselves neither by
space nor by forms: the air passes right through them! The air becomes a con-
stitutive factor! For this, one should count neither on space nor forms, but
uniquely on relation and interpenetration! There is only a single, indivisible
space. The separations between interior and exterior fall.”*® These “new spatial
conditions of modernity,” as Benjamin elsewhere observes, were as present in
the city as in the house: “The ‘ville contemporaine’ of Le Corbusier is an old
village on a major road. Except for the fact that it is now taken over by cars and
airplanes that land in the middle of this village, nothing has changed.”” The
ironic assertion of timeless space here gave force to Benjamin’s belief that, fi-
nally, space had been destroyed by time. That this process had begun in the late
eighteenth century only made the nineteenth the more hallucinatory in retro-
spect, suspended as it were between a past of walls and doors and a future of
voids.

Benjamin wrote his review of Hessel’s book in 1929. Some ten years
later, the art of flinerie had been banished from Berlin and Paris, Benjamin
himself had been forced into exile, thence to suicide, and Kracauer was in New
York, writing his analysis of the filmic history that, in technique and substance,
had in his eyes given rise to the birth of the Nazi propaganda film. One of these
films, depicting the visit of Hitler and his architect Speer to the conquered city
of Paris, seemed uncannily to fulfill Sitte’s original prophecy that agoraphobia
would become the modern disease par excellence. Describing the vision of a
vast, empty Paris, the image of the “void” behind the propaganda, Kracauer

wrote:

The Fiihrer is visiting the conquered European capital—but is he really
its guest? Paris is as quiet as a grave. . . . While he inspects Paris, Paris it-



self shuts its eyes and withdraws. The touching sight of this deserted
ghost city that once pulsed with feverish life mirrors the vacuum at the
core of the Nazi system. Nazi propaganda built up a pseudo-reality iri-
descent with many colors, but at the same time it emptied Paris, the sanc-

tuary of civilization. These colors scarcely veiled its own emptiness.?®

What Benjamin and Hessel, Kracauer and Simmel were able to comprehend
with their meticulous readings of the modern city, that “mnemotechnical aux-
iliary of the solitary walker,” was that in the face of modern planning and its
supporting politics, what the nineteenth-century was pleased to call “city” was
rapidly in the process of disappearing. Nothing we have seen during a century
of urban redevelopment seems to contradict these observations from the first
quarter of our era, which lead us to the conclusion that a certain strain of mod-
ernist architecture, at least, was intent on transforming the world into Kra-
cauer’s nightmare of rationalism triumphant, a gigantic hotel atrium.
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Dead End Street

Walter Benjamin and the Space of Distraction

Vision seems to adapt itself to its object like the images that one has of a
town when one contemplates it from the height of a tower; hearing is
analogous to a view taken from outside and on the same level as the town;
touch, finally, relates to (the understanding) of whoever comes in con-
tact with a town from close up by wandering through its streets.

G. W. Leibniz!

We seldom look at our surroundings. Streets and buildings, even those consid-
ered major monuments, are in everyday life little more than backgrounds for
introverted thought, passages through which our bodies pass “on the way to
work.” In this sense cities are “invisible” to us, felt rather than seen, moved
through rather than visually taken in. A city might be hidden by landscape, dis-
tance, darkness, or atmosphere, or then again there may be some hidden influ-
ence at work in the observing subject to render it unseen or unseeable. This
influence, which we might call, following Walter Benjamin, an optical uncon-
scious, has been much discussed in recent theory, a discussion generally revolv-
ing around the nature of modern opticality, its technical, institutional, and
psychological construction in the context of mass, metropolitan, postindus-
trial society and subjecthood. In this chapter I want briefly to look at one par-
ticular aspect of this debate, one that returns to Benjamin’s own formulation
of why cities are not seen, his celebrated remark, in the essay “The Work of Art
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” that “architecture has always repre-
sented the prototype of a work of art the reception of which is consummated
by a collectivity in a state of distraction,”? a comment that has been much taken
up by critics interrogating the idea of “distraction,” but little studied in terms
of its spatial implications.?



Dead End Street

Here, rather than survey its place in the study of technology and visual
technique, I want to look more closely at the “space” implied by, and projected
from, such a formulation: the space of distraction, so to speak. I will try to show
that what Benjamin meant by this tantalizing aphorism is set in a more com-
plex argument about the character of modern space and modern subjects, one
that stems from his study of the German baroque mourning play, or Trauer-
spiel, and that in turn situates distraction and its spatial character firmly in the
domain of the “modern baroque” as delineated by art and architectural histo-
rians from WolfHlin and Riegl to Giedion. I will argue that the tropes of inter-
pretation initially developed to understand the exaggerated and indeterminate
spatial forms of the baroque—a space that was seen to represent if not hasten
the collapse of Renaissance humanism—were a consistent influence on Ben-
jamin’s interpretation of the city, and ones that allowed him to frame the ques-
tion in terms that went beyond the “visuality” of Riegl to imply the complete
collapse of perspectival space in modernity.

Blind Alleys

Benjamin’s remark about distraction, usually joined to a discussion of his con-
ceptof the “loss of aura,” is generally understood to refer to the distracted state
of mind of the urban dweller, jaded, bored, or swamped by the flood of visual
and social stimuli of the modern city, along the lines of Georg Simmel’s re-
working of nineteenth-century neurasthenic pathology applied to metropolis.
Benjamin himself employs the concept more precisely, however, linking it to
the opposition he is drawing between a traditional spectator of a work of art
in a state of concentration, and a mass audience lacking concentration and thus
“absorbing” the work of art. In the case of buildings, only a tourist will evince
that “attentive concentration” characteristic of the art lover. In this Benjamin
would seem to be echoing his friend Siegfried Kracauer, whose influential essay
of 1926 on Berlin’s “picture palaces” was titled “Cult of Distraction.” But here,
in the apparent genealogy of distraction Simmel-Kracauer-Benjamin, we have
to pause in the face of what seem to be serious differences in the use of this
word. The German Zerstrenung might mean, at one and the same time, dis-
traction, diversion, amusement, diffusion, preoccupation, absentmindedness,



scattering, dispersion, and so on. To take just one example of such differentia-
tion: Kracauer clearly uses the word to delineate the “need for entertainment,”
the “addiction to distraction” of the Berlin masses, seeking relief from the con-
ditions of their workday lives; he is concerned to describe the movie houses of
Berlin as palaces of distraction, optical fairylands, “shrines to the cultivation of
pleasure.” “The Gloria Palast,” he remarks, with implications Benjamin would
have appreciated, “presents itself as a baroque theater.” Benjamin, however,
while his reference to the movies, stars in the context of his statement “the
masses seck distraction [die Massen Zerstreuung suchen]” implies a general ad-
herence to Kracauer’s arguments, immediately moves beyond Kracauer’s inter-
est in “surface” to investigate the phenomenological conditions comprised by
“distraction,” within which buildings and the city are experienced.’ Building
on Riegl’s historical analysis of visual cultures as developing from the tactile to
the optical, Benjamin emphasizes the twofold nature of architectural appro-
priation in the city: “by use and by perception—or rather by touch and sight
[takiil und optisch].” Tactile as opposed to optical perception is, Benjamin
claims, following Simmel, accomplished by habit, custom, or usage (Gewohn-
heiz). But for Benjamin this is not, as Simmel implied, a kind of appropriation
lost to modern cities, rendered subservient to the visual; rather habit and use
determine the optical reception of buildings: “As regards architecture, habit de-
termines to a large extent even optical reception.” Through habit and use, the
rapt actention of an individual observer of a work of art is dispersed, so to
speak, in the custom of “noticing the object in an incidental [beiliufig, casual]
fashion.” Distraction here, rather than an active search for over-the-top plea-
sures, represents an absentmindedness common to a subject in a state of ha-
bitual activity: in front of the film, even, “the public is an examiner but an
absent-minded one [ein zerstreuter].”

That his discussion of the tensions between the tactile and the optical
does not necessarily imply a negative judgment of the former is made clear in
earlier writings that imply a more positive role for “distraction” in the face of
architecture and the city, one that will activate a deeper understanding of ur-
ban topography than simple visual inspection. Thus, writing to Gershom
Scholem from Assisi in November 1924, Benjamin describes a visit, which took
place appropriately enough in a “dense autumn fog,” in which he says he
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looked at too many paintings yet did not have enough time to be able to
concentrate on architecture. For my inductive way of getting to know
the topography of different places and seeking out every great structure
in its own labyrinthine environment of banal, beautiful, or wretched
houses, takes up too much time and thus prevents me from studying the
relevant books. Since I must dispense with that, I am left only with im-
pressions of the architecture. The first and most important thing you
have to do, is to feel your way through a city.®

Here tactile knowledge of the urban labyrinth is seen as an important precon-
dition to true urban knowledge, a view to be repeated in different ways
throughout his exploration of the Parisian underground during his years work-
ing on the arcades project. A first metaphor for describing the space of distrac-
tion might then be the labyrinth, a Nietzschean metaphor for modernity that
would certainly embrace the “art of losing one’s way” beloved of Benjamin’s
city walks. The invisible city would here be the underground, the realm of the
dead, the dreamscape across the threshold, all domains treasured by Benjamin
in his Berlin and Parisian explorations.

But what of visual as opposed to tactile space? In what respects might
we begin to qualify the notion of the visual apperception and appropriation
of the city in the context of our expanding understanding of distraction? If
we are to believe Hubert Damisch, the question of the visibility of the city
(its “readability” if not its “figurability”) was posed initially in the context of
the modern metropolis, its confused “image” and the breakup of communal
bonds with the rise of the masses.” Damisch posits that the models of such
visibility were engendered, framed so to speak, by the conventional perspec-
tive device of the “view through a window,” a view that had the theoretical
nicety of combining Alberti’s transparent surface and the outside (urban)
context. Damisch contrasts two scenes through a window: the one sketched
by Descartes, as he interrogated the conditions for visual judgment,® and the
other described by Edgar Allan Poe in “The Man of the Crowd” in which the
narrator, sitting in the corner of a London café, deciphered the “labyrinth”
of the crowd. This last scene, of course, is a direct reference to Benjamin’s
own citation of Poc’s corner in his Baudelaire study. The implications of

Damisch’s contrast are clear: Descartes’s rational city provided a space for



judgment, Poc’s labyrinthine metropolis presented nothing but apparent
confusion.

Benjamin himself implies something of the same contrast. In his essay
on the collector Eduard Fuchs, he alludes to the nature of Renaissance space
as constructed through perspective: “The painters of the early Renaissance,”
he says in a footnote, “were the first to depict interior space in which the fig-
ures represented have room to move [Innenriume ins Bild gesetzt, in denen
dargestellten Figuren Spielraum haben].” Here Spielraum has all the connota-
tions of its literal meaning—“space for drama” or “play space,” with the addi-
tional senses of “room to play,” “play room,” “figures in play,” “clbow room.”
Such a space, emblem of a historico-visual relationship between perspective
painting and the new architecture of the Renaissance, was for Benjamin, as for
Wolfllin (who is the principal source for this reference), the very space of exis-
tence “architecturally framed and founded.”

Elsewhere Benjamin will qualify this space as characterized principally by
its depth, where “perspectives” also meant infinite prospects, virtual rooms to
move. Writing, again to Scholem, of the title of his newly completed book
One-Way Street, he notes, “It has turned out to be a remarkable arrangement or
construction of some of my ‘aphorisms,” a street that is meant to reveal a
prospect of such precipitous depth—the word is not meant to be understood
metaphorically!—like, perhaps, Palladio’s famous stage design in Vicenza, The
Street.”10

Buct if the book itself was conceived as an essay in the clarity of Renais-
sance perspective, a study in depth, or at least staged depth, the themes of Ore-
Way Streef's aphorisms resonate with post-Renaissance anxiety. For it is
precisely this depth which has, in Benjamin’s view, been put into question by
habit. Under the heading “Articles Lost” in the section “Lost Property Office,”
he reflects on the difference between “the first glimpse of a village, a town, in
the landscape” and the subsequent effacement of this first picture by routine
and habit. For Benjamin, as for Riegl, the crucial visual connection is that “be-
tween foreground and distance,” that shifting relationship between foreground
and background (figure and ground) which makes the bas-reliefs and monu-
ments of the late Roman period so ambiguous to interpret. In the case of a
landscape, the first shock of the new is erased by habit, which collapses the dis-
tance between foreground and background—or, in scenographic terms, front
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stage and backstage—so that in some way the prospect vanishes. Benjamin’s
analogy is telling: “As soon as we begin to find our bearings, the landscape van-
ishes at a stroke like the facade of a house as we enter it. It has not yet gained
preponderance through a constant exploration that has become habit. Once we
begin to find our way about, that earliest picture can never be restored.” The
only resistance to such a disappearing trick would be, as Benjamin notes, that
special kind of “blue distance” that “never gives way to foreground or dissolves
at our approach,” but rather, like a painted backdrop in the theater, simply
“looms more compact and threatening” the closer it gets: “It is what gives stage
sets their incomparable atmosphere.”"!

The collapse of perspective distance is perhaps the most dominant visual
theme of One-Way Streer. Even as Aby Warburg had viewed with phobic hor-
ror the implosion that had destroyed the space of judgment or reflection, the
reduction of the Denkraum under the assault of rapid communications and
technological invention, so Benjamin sees the erosion of the space for criti-
cism: indeed, its space, he advertises, “is for rent”:

Criticism . . . was at home in a world where perspectives and prospects
counted and where it was still possible to take a standpoint (point of
view). Now things press too closely on human society. The advertise-
ment. . . abolishes the space where contemplation moved and all but hits
us between the eyes with things as a car, growing to gigantic proportions,
careens at us out of a film screen. And just as the film does not present
furniture and facades in completed forms for critical inspection, their in-
sistent, jerky nearness alone being sensational, the genuine advertisement

hurtles things at us with the tempo of a good film.*?

Similarly, the intrusion of large-scale urban construction projects into the
heart of the traditional city has removed the distance that once separated the
center and the periphery, a distance confirmed by the sight of the horizon—
the view of nature beyond the walls—from inside the city to outside, and that
was reassuring to the dweller enclosed “in the peace of the fortress” as the ele-
mental forces of nature were held back from contact but revealed to view. Now,
a modern process of “mingling and contamination” has produced ambiguities

where clarity once reigned:



' 7. Sasha Stone,

. "One-Way Street,"” pho-
tomontage for the cover
of Walter Benjamin,
Einbahnstrasse (Berlin,
1928).
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Greatcities . . . are seen to be breached atall points by the invading coun-
tryside. Not by the landscape, but by what in untrammeled nature is the
most bitter: ploughed land, highways, night sky that the veil of vibrant
redness no longer conceals. The insecurity of even the busy areas puts the
city-dweller in the opaque and truly dreadful situation in which he must
assimilate, along with isolated monstrosities from the open country, the
abortions of urban architectonics.'?

Between the clarity of the Renaissance Spielraum, that space of free play for
both bodies and thoughts, and the ambiguity and mingling of modern urban
space, between deep perspectives and prospects and the opaque, flat, impacted
surfaces where the subject is rendered blind, so to speak, dependent on habit
and custom to feel its way around and through “dark space,” there has occurred
a fundamental transformation, and one precisely of the same order that Ben-
jamin was indeed describing in his characterization of the Renaissance inven-
tion of Spielraum: a historical change, calculated according to Riegl’s theory of
the Kunstwollen, in the process of vision itself.

Most commentators, reading Benjamin’s Baudelaire essays or taking their
cue from the message of the late “Work of Art” essay, have assumed that Ben-
jamin construed this change as both cause and effect of the growth of industrial
metropolis. And certainly all the characteristics of modernity are to be found ex-
acerbated in the sites of the Passagen-Werk. But in a recent rereading, Samuel
Weber has discovered intriguing intimations of modern visuality and the notion
of the distracted subject in Benjamin’s earlier work on baroque tragedy. Devel-
oping the statement by Benjamin that The Confused Court (the title of a Span-
ish Trauerspiel) could be taken as a model for allegory, as “subject to the law of
‘dispersal’ and ‘collectedness™ (translated by Weber “dispersion” [Zerstreuung]
and “collection” [Sammlung]), Weber extends Benjamin’s statement that “things
are brought together according to their meaning; indifference to their being-
there [Dasein] disperses them once again.” Weber posits that

the tendency toward dispersion that Benjamin discerns in the collective
structures specific to the 19th century metropolis no longer appears to
originate with the emergence of urban masses but to go back at least as
far as the 17th century in Germany. Second, the dispersed, centrifugal



structure of mass phenomena shows itself to be bound up with articula-
tory processes at work long before Baudelaire began to “fence” with “the

ghostly crowd of words.”'

Weber further develops the notion of “distraction,” or “dispersion” (picking up
on Benjamin’s tell-tale use of the word Dasein), in terms of a comparative axis
that might see a more Heideggerian connotation in the word Zerstreuung than
hitherto allowed by a strict late Marxist reading of Benjamin. Weber points to
Derrida’s examination of the notion of dispersion in Heidegger, and to its in-
timate, almost bodily, connection to the spatiality of Dasein. Here we might
simply note in passing that a cursory examination of Heidegger’s own deploy-
ment of the term in Being and Time points to two major and related meanings:
the one linked to the “existential spatiality” of Dasein, and its characteristic
form of Being-in-the-World as zerstreut, dispersed; the other employing “dis-
traction” as an attribute of curiosity and its propensity to “not tarrying”: “cu-
riosity is everywhere and nowhere” and therefore “never dwells anywhere.”
Both these senses of dispersion and distraction would here intersect more or
less seamlessly with the Benjaminian usages of Zerstreuung already discussed;
or if not intersect, for Benjamin was resistant to any comparison between his
thought and that of Heidegger, then certainly alert us to the constantly shift-
ing meaning of “distraction” in 1920s discourse.

If, however, picking up on Weber’s implication, we take up the spatial di-
mension of the dispersion/distraction nexus in the context of Benjamin’s
baroque study, we find that “distraction” takes on a more precise formulation,
and this precisely in relation to Benjamin’s reworking of the idea of “baroque
space” as he had inherited it from Wolfflin and Riegl.

The Baroque Effect

The momentary impact of baroque is powerful, but soon leaves us with a
certain sense of desolation. It does not convey a state of present happiness,
but a feeling of anticipation, of something yet to come, of dissatisfaction
and restlessness rather than fulfillment. We have no sense of release, but
rather of having been drawn into the tension of an emotional condition.

Heinrich Wolfflin, Renaissance und Barock, 18885
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It was symptromatic of the ambiguous nature of “space” as a psychological and
material concept that the initial art historical interpretation of architectural
space was first worked out precisely in response to an uncertainty about the lim-
its of architecture: that uncertainty which arose in the face of the difficulty of
comprehending the nature of architectural “space” after the Renaissance—the
so-called baroque space that seemed altogether to break the bounds of archi-
tectural stability and three-dimensional harmony. For Wolfllin, student of the
“psychology of architecture,” this was a pathological condition, reflected in the
mental state of its artists: “all the most prominent baroque artists suffered from
headaches,” he noted, citing Milizia on Bernini and Borromini, and “there were

also cases of melancholia.”’¢

Thus, for WolfHlin, the baroque (which he dated from the Council of
Trent) pushed the limits of (classical, Renaissance) architecture to their po-
tential destruction. An architecture of depth and obscurity had, in his view,
replaced an architecture of surface and clarity. The baroque, according to
Wolfllin, introduced “an entirely new feeling of space, tending toward infinity.”
“Space,” he wrote, “which in the Renaissance was regularly lit and which can be
represented only as tectonically closed, here [in the baroque] seems to be lost in
the unlimited and undefined.” No longer faced with a clear, external form, “the
gaze is led toward infinity.”'” Such a dissolution of space into incommensura-
bility was explained from a psychological point of view that understood every
object to be judged according to its relation to the body. Wolflin had already es-
poused such a view in his thesis, Prolegomena zu einer Psychologie der Architectur,
two years before. Noting that “a historical psychology—or rather, a psychologi-
cal history of art—should be able to measure with great accuracy the accelera-
tion of linear movement,” Wolfllin spoke of what he called “the breathless haste
of Arab decorative lines” and compared different arch styles to the impressions
they give of slow or quick breathing. In the margins of his personal copy of the
Psychologie, he wrote: “Baroque: irregular breathing.”® In the baroque, that is,
the capacity of the human body to empathize with the building was stretched
to deformity. Such a psychological interpretation was to influence that of
Jacques Lacan, whose summation of the “baroque”™—*“the regulation of the soul
by the scopic regulation of the body”—seems to extend WolfHlin’s critique.'®

If the baroque represented a breakdown of form, it was easy to associate

its characteristics with the new nervous illnesses; the baroque in architecture



and painting was after all filled with rifts, breaks, and openings representing the
relations between the material and metaphysical worlds. Thus Daniel Paul
Schreber, writing his memoirs in the asylum of Sonnenstein, insisted that he
might prove the “extraordinary experiences and observations he controlled” by
reference to a baroque painting by Pradilla that he had seen in a publication on
modern art. “This picture,” he wrote, “is surprisingly like the picture I often see
in my head: the rays (nerves) of the upper God, when they are thrust down in
consequence of my nerves’ power of attraction, often appear in my head 77 the
image of a human shape.” Schreber, ignoring the central ascending figures of
this painting of “Liebersreigen,” indicated a faint image of a woman, in the far
top left, in his terms “descending” with outstretched arms, although this was
more than a projection on his part. In his mind, the woman was changed into
a male figure of the nerves of the upper God, “almost as if these nerves were
trying to overcome an obstacle to their descent,” an obstacle Schreber attrib-
uted to the blocking effect of his former analyst, Flechsig, as he had attempted
to counter God’s omnipotence. Within the ethereal and potendially infinite
space of the baroque ceiling, Schreber was able to figure his struggle for power
and contact with God as rays of light representing nerves.?°

Buct the critique of the baroque, however historically and formally de-
rived, was ultimately pointed toward the larger problem of modern art, itself
seen as a direct extension of, if not a pathological development from, the
baroque. Wolfllin's celebrated remark of 1888, “One can hardly fail to recog-
nize the affinity that our own age in particular bears to the Italian Baroque,™!
underlines the extent to which these ascriptions of decline and dissolution were
deliberately aimed at the modern. Wolfflin cited Carl Justi’s characterization of
Piranesi as having “a nature entirely modern in its passion,” embodied in “the
mystery of the sublime—of space and of power,” and he compared this to the
“same emotions which a Richard Wagner evokes to act on us.”? The baroque
was also, of course, a contemporary style; a baroque revival in German-
speaking countries—the final phase of eclecticism—had already started in the
1870s, partly inspired by Semper’s Opera House in Vienna. A. E. Brinckmann,
writing a historical survey of architectural space in 1924 under the title Plastik
und Raum, spoke of this “neubarock” style that emerged in the late nineteenth-
century and culminated, in his terms, with the sculpture of Rodin.?* In the late
1880s the style was supported by writers like Hans Auer who, as Mallgrave and
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8. Schematischer Aufrif3 der Renaissance-Raumgruppe

7. Schematischer Grundrif3 der Barock-Raumgruppe. 9. Schematischer Aufrif3 der Barock-Raumgruppe

8. A.E. Brinckmann, Ikonomou recall, saw the baroque style “as offering spatial and formal possibil-
"Schematic Plans of Re-

naissance and Baroque
Spatial Groups,” Plastik
und Raum als Grund- Trying to account for the continuing force of the baroque in the present,
formen kiinstlerischer  Adolf Géller in 1887 developed a theory of increasingly rapid style change,
Gestaltung (Munich:
Piper Verlag, 1924).

ities for personal and artistic expression, but also as having some special spiri-
tual affinity with the age of Leibniz, Voltaire, and Newton.”?*

each more jaded than the next, so that, in the context of nineteenth-century
revivalism, the baroque was simply the natural follower of a Gothic and Re-

naissance revival.

With the progressive impoverishment of the architectural style, the
charm of form also suffers and disturbing ideas intensify. In addition to
the charm of form there is another achievement of the flowering of a



style that dissipates only slowly: this is the feeling for high, wide space,
which is not much subject to jading; like the feeling for masses, it is
largely a product of imagination. . . . The baroque style with all of its rel-
atives worked itself out and exhausted its potential. Like a conflagration,
it consumed all imaginable combinations of its own elements of form
before it was extinguished. Thus it left the sense of form utterly devas-
tated. Since there was no longer anything capable of germinating at the
scene of the fire, nothing baroque could grow again in the garden of the
reawakening of architecture. . . . One architectural style arises from the
ruins of another.?

Géller was here echoing the diagnosis of Nietzsche, who had character-
ized the baroque style in such terms in Human, All Too Human some ten years
before. For Nietzsche, the baroque style was equally an art of decadence: it “ap-
pears whenever a great age of art enters its decline,” when “the demands of the
art of classical expression have grown too great.” Its appearance, he noted, is to
be “greeted with sadness—because it heralds nightfall.”>* But in his subtle
analysis the baroque took on characteristics that were to influence Walter Ben-
jamin, who, despite his sense of its melancholia, was to see in its forms and sub-
jects a profoundly modern sensibility, one that, as Nietzsche emphasized,
should not be presumptuously “dismissed out of hand.” Despite its lack of “in-
nocent, unconscious, victorious perfection,” the baroque displayed, for Nietz-
sche, two major aesthetic strengths: those of expression and of narration. Out
of the “eloquence of strong feelings and pleasures” was forged “an ugly sub-
lime,” one of “great masses, of quantity for its own sake,” which reveled in “the
light of twilight, of transformation, or of conflagration.” Such expressions,
“forbidden fruits” for preclassical and classical art, were splendidly displayed in
the baroque. Equally, its narrations chose topics and themes full of “dramatic
tension: those that cause the heart to quicken even in the absence of art, so
close do they bring us to the heaven and hell of emotion.” An art of extremes,
then, and one that presses the very limits of art to excess, even disappearance.

Nietzsche’s remarks haunted Benjamin’s melancholic baroque of alle-
gory, ruins, and fragments. Echoing WolfHlin’s characterization of the baroque
in architecture as representing the decline and decadence of the Renaissance,
Benjamin wrote of the period of baroque tragic drama as one of the “Verfalls
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der Kunst,” an epoch of decadence.?” Against the “exact mean between excess
and deficiency” achieved by Renaissance harmony, the baroque signaled “dis-
solution” of all forms and boundaries; the call for “unlimited space and the elu-
sive magic of light” led to the transgression of all of architecture’s “natural
limits.” For Benjamin, writing in the 1920s, the analogy between the baroque
and the modern was more poignant still; the baroque style joined two periods
of decadence by means of a symptomatic analysis of forms in tumulg, dis-
rupted forms that were emblematic of the conflicted forces of their respective
epochs. Benjamin spoke of the “striking analogies with the present state of
German literature” and noted the common themes between baroque tragic
drama and expressionist drama, beginning with the presentation of Hans Wer-
tels’s Trojans in 1915.28 As with many myths surrounding the emergence of
modernism, the baroque effect was seen in terms of light and dark, rather as
modernity itself was construed as poised between reason and the abyss of ex-
pressionist exaggeration. In this way, taking his cue from Nietzsche, Benjamin
construed a baroque that was, as an art of expression and narration, the first
modern style, allegorical and overstated, exemplified in the Trauerspiel.

Benjamin’s subtle transformation of Wolfllin's by-then-commonplace
characterization of subject and object relations relies on his critical reading of
Riegl’s posthumously published 7he Origin of Roman Barogue Art, and inti-
mates that special kind of “modernity” later to be tracked down in the arcades.
From Welfllin to Riegl, as we have seen, baroque space had been essentially
treated as a question of depth, of freedom from limits, but thus equally of anx-
iety, ambiguity and disturbance, distortion and conflict. Riegl’s analysis of
Michelangelo’s proto-baroque Medici Chapel in San Lorenzo, published in
1907 and closely read by Benjamin, speaks of the “introduction of depth re-
placing the absolutely flat surface,” “the tactile surface intersected/crossed by
optical depth,” a “resolute movement toward the optical, because space in
depth, the space of the air, cannot be touched by the finger, can only be esti-
mated in relation to that which is seen.”? Here baroque space already holds
qualities of modern space—as, in Riegl’s formulation, the “optical” supersedes
the “tactile.”

Benjamin, following this law of optical progression, similarly identified
three stages through which the concept of “play” (Spiel ) passed before its mod-
ern manifestation: the first the baroque, the second classicism, and the third ro-



manticism (or in his terms, modernity). The first stage Benjamin characterized
as fundamentally preoccupied with the “product,” the second with “produc-
tion,” and the third with “both.”?® These stages were characterized by different
paradigmatic “settings” or “scenes,” each one spatially distinct from the next,
but in a kind of Hegelian development in which each carried the traces of its
previous genesis.

All three periods were similar in that history was finally spatialized. In the
paradigmatic and, for modernity, the primal scene of the baroque, Benjamin
saw the invention of the “panorama” not so much in technical terms (this
would have to wait undil the end of the eighteenth century) but in its concep-
tual form as the spatial form of history in nature. The panorama was, in the
Trauerspiel, exemplified in the pastoral, the diverse landscapes of which served
as the settings for so much ruined monumental history. “History merges into
the setting,” Benjamin notes; “in the pastoral plays . . . history is scattered like
seeds over the ground,” and literally so, in the form of columns raised to
the memory of heroes.>' Here Benjamin draws on the study of the baroque by
his conservative contemporary Herbert Cysarz, who had coined the term
“panoramic” to describe history in the seventeenth century: “In this pic-
turesque period the whole conception of history is determined by such a col-
lection of everything memorable.””? The setting thus secularizes history, in
such a way that, emulating the development of the calculus in science,
“chronological movement is grasped and analyzed in a spatial image.”

This panoramic space of history, indeed, affected the entire form of the
Trauerspiel. Where classical tragedy had been characterized by “spasmodic
chronological progression,” Trauerspiel “takes place in a spatial continuum,
which one might describe as choreographic.”** For Benjamin this was where
the baroque revealed itself as essentially modern; as the moment when, finally,
time becomes spatially measurable. He recounts an image of the moving hand
of the clock in a Trauerspiel by Geulincx, a “celebrated clock-metaphor, in
which the parallelism of the psychological and physical worlds is presented
schematically in terms of two accurate and synchronized clocks; the second
hand, so to speak, determines the rhythm of events in both.”*> In this double
timekeeping Benjamin sees the intimation of a union between the mechanical
nature of “clock time” and the aesthetic forms of modern music, as if, he imag-
ines, the cantatas of Johann Sebastian Bach joined the philosophy of Bergson,
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testifying to the relations between the regular and harmonious sequence of the
historical process and the “the non-qualitative, repeatable time of the mathe-
matical sciences.”?® History would be in this metaphor both spatially and tem-
porally measurable.

Such a mechanistic spatial-historical play that transposes “what is vi-
tal. . . of the originally temporal data into a figurative spatial simultaneity” can-
not be effected, however, without a deep distortion of space itself. From the
point of view of the perceiving subject, the very effort to turn time into space
turns space into a kind of reflected anamorphosis: “The creature is the mirror
within whose frame alone the moral world was revealed to the baroque. A con-
cave mirror; for this was not possible without distortion.”

And this distorting mirror reflected, in the Trauerspiel, an effectively
modern subject, the worried, anxious, cunning and scheming courtier, in the
spatial setting of high tragedy—the “tragic scene” prescribed by Vitruvius and
illustrated by Serlio. For Benjamin, it is precisely the space of the baroque
court, set within “stately palaces and princely pavilions,”” that, in its spatial-
ization of history on stage, allows history to be interpreted.* “The image of
the setting, or more precisely of the court [Hof'],” Benjamin writes, “becomes
the key to historical understanding.”#

This court setting, described in Daniel Casper von Lohenstein’s preface
to Sophonisbe as the intersection between play and scene—“Nowhere are action
and setting [Spiel und Schauplatz] richer than in the life of those whose element
is the court,” Lohenstein had written*'—becomes for Benjamin the paradig-
matic space of modern action. For even when the heroes are fallen, when “the
court is reduced to a scaffold,” “and that which is mortal will enter the setting,”
the court of the Trauerspiel represents the timeless, natural decor of the histor-
ical process—a process that inevitably leads toward modernity.#

Buc this courtly space, however grandly represented or ostentatiously dis-
played, is reduced in both depth and height from that of Greek or even Re-
naissance tragedy. Where, as Nietzsche imagined it in The Birth of Tragedy, the
space of the Greek theater is defined only by the skies that hover above it, where
“the architecture of the scene appears like a luminous cloud formation” pro-
viding an upper stage from which the Bacchante observe the action of the
play,® for Benjamin, the stage of the Trauerspiel is surmounted by lowering
clouds and a disturbed sky: “For the dominant spiritual disposition, however



eccentrically it might elevate individual acts of ecstasy, did not so much trans-
figure the world in them as cast a cloudy sky over its surface. Whereas the
painters of the Renaissance know how to keep their skies high, in the paintings
of the baroque the cloud moves, darkly or radiantly, down towards the earth.”#
Where the stage of Greek tragedy is a “cosmic ropos” that reflects the commu-
nal will for “the scene” as it becomes a veritable tribunal before which the au-
dience is assembled to witness and judge, “the Trauerspiel, in contrast, has to be
understood from the point of view of the onlooker.” Communality is trans-
formed into individuality, the space of the stage becomes an “inner world of
feeling [Innenraum des Gefiibls]” with no cosmic relationship to redeem its au-
dience. Such concentration on inner space, on individual emotional life, is typ-
ical of the society of the court, even as the disillusioned insight of the courtier
is typical of the Trauerspiel. Forced to play and scheme in the flattened space of
an anamorphic mirror, Benjamin’s baroque courtier is revealed as a dispersed
subject bodily projecting itself in the ruined landscape of historical destiny,
measured by the relentless ticking and turning of clocks at ever-increasing tem-
pos, soulless in the wasteland of humanism’s detritus, picking its way among
the bones of fallen heroes. In this sense, in Simmelian terms, the “courtier”
would be one who finds “the tempo of emotional life accelerated to such an ex-
tent that calm actions, considered decisions occur more and more infre-
quently.”# For Benjamin this subject would resemble nothing more than the
alienated modern metropolitan citizen.
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The Explosion of Space

Architecture and the Filmic Imaginary

I am kino-eye. I am a builder. I have placed you, whom I've created to-
day, in an extraordinary room which did not exist undil just now when I
also created it. In this room there are twelve walls shot by me in various
parts of the world. In bringing together shots of walls and details, I've
managed to arrange them in an order that is pleasing and to construct
with intervals, correctly, a film-phrase which is the room.

Dziga Vertov, 1923!

The architecture of film has acted, from the beginning of this century, as a lab-
oratory, so to speak, for the exploration of the built world—of architecture and
the city. The examples of such experimentation are well known, and they in-
clude the entire roster of filmic genres: science fiction, adventure, film noir, ac-
tion films, documentaries. Film has even been seen to anticipate the built forms
of architecture and the city: we have only to think of the commonplace icons
of expressionist utopias to find examples, from The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari to
Metropolis, that apparently succeeded, where architecture failed, to build the
future in the present. Thus the recent installation of the exhibition “Expres-
sionist Utopias” at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, by the Viennese
architectural firm Coop Himmelblau, even suggested a kind of contemporary
completion, where at last architecture might be seen to catch up with the imag-
inary space of film. In recent years, other designers, searching for ways to rep-
resent movement and temporal succession in architecture, have similarly
turned to the images forged by the first, constructivist and expressionist avant-
gardes, images themselves deeply marked by the impact of the new filmic tech-
niques. From the literal evocations of Bernard Tschumi in his Manhattan
Transcripts and projects for the urban park of La Villette in Paris to the more
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theoretical and critical work on the relations of space to visual representation
in the projects of Elizabeth Diller and Ricardo Scofidio, the complex question
of film’s architectural role is again on the agenda. In their new incarnation, such
neoconstructivist, dadaist, and expressionist images seem to reframe many ear-
lier questions about the proper place for images of space and time in architec-
ture, questions that resonate for contemporary critique of the “image” and the
“spectacle” in architecture and society.

And yet the simple alignment of architecture and film has always posed
difficulties, both theoretically and in practice. On the one hand, it is obvious
that film has been the site of envy and even imitation for those more static arts
concerned to produce effects or techniques of movement and space-time in-
terpenetration. Painting, from Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase; litera-
ture, from Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway; poetry, from Marinetti’s Parole in
liberta; architecture, from Sant’Elia to Le Corbusier, have all sought to repro-
duce movement and the collapse of time in space; and montage, or its equiva-
lent, has been a preoccupation in all the arts since its appearance, in primitive
form, with rapid-sequence photography. On the other hand, it is equally true
that the Enlightenment roots of modernism ensured that film, as well as all the
other arts, were bound, & la Lessing, to draw precise theoretical boundaries
around the centers of their conceptually different practices—practices under-
stood as distinct precisely because of their distinct media; each one, like Les-
sing’s own poetry and painting, more or less appropriate to the representation of
time or space. Thus, despite the aspirations of avant-garde groups, from dada
to Esprit Nouveau, to syncretism and synesthesia, the relations of the arts still
could not be conceived without their particular essences being defined: as if the
arts were so many nations, romantically rooted in soil and race, each with char-
acteristics of their own to be asserted before any treaties might be negotiated.
Thus, since the late nineteenth century, film has provided a test case for the
definition of modernism in theory and technique. It has also served as a point
of departure for the redefinition of the other arts, a paradigm by which the dif-
ferent practices of theater, photography, literature, and painting might be dis-
tinguished from each other. Of all the arts, however, it is architecture that has
had the most privileged and difficult relationship to film. An obvious role
model for spatial experimentation, film has also been criticized for its deleteri-

ous effects on the architectural image.



Thus, when in 1933 Le Corbusier called for a film aesthetics that em-
bodied the “spirit of truth,” he was only asserting what many architects in the
twenties, and more recently in the eighties, have seen to be the mutually infor-
mative but properly separate realms of architecture and film. While admitting
that “everything is Architecture” in its architectonic dimensions of proportion
and order, Le Corbusier nevertheless insisted on the specificity of film, which
“from now on is positioning itself on its own terrain . . . becoming a form of
art in and of itself, a kind of genre, just as painting, sculpture, literature, mu-
sic, and theater are genres.”? In the present context, debates as to the nature of
“architecture in film,” “filmic architecture,” or filmic theory in architectural
theory are interesting less as a guide to the writing of some new Laocoin that
would rigidly redraw the boundaries of the technological arts, than as estab-
lishing the possibilities of interpretation for projects that increasingly seem
caught in the hallucinatory realm of a filmic or screened imaginary; some-
where, that is, in the problematic realm of hyperspace.

Cineplastics

The obvious role of architecture in the construction of sets (and the eager par-
ticipation of architects themselves in this enterprise), and the equally obvious
ability of film to “construct” its own architecture in light and shade, scale and
movement, from the outset allowed for a mutual intersection of these two “spa-
tial arts.” Certainly many modernist filmmakers had little doubt of the cin-
ema’s architectonic properties. From Georges Mélies’s careful description of
the proper spatial organization of the studio in 1907 to Eric Rohmer’s re-
assertion of film as “the spatial art” some forty years later, the architectural
metaphor, if not its material reality, was deemed essential to the filmic imagi-
nation.> Equally, architects like Hans Poelzig (who together with his wife, the
sculptor Marlene Poelzig, sketched and modeled the sets for Paul Wegener’s
Der Golem—Wie er in die Welt kam of 1920) and Andrei Andreiev (who de-
signed the sets for Robert Weine’s Raskolnikoff of 1923) had no hesitation in
collaborating with filmmakers in the same way as they had previously served
theater producers.? As the architect Robert Mallet-Stevens observed in 1925:
“It is undeniable that the cinema has a marked influence on modern archi-

tecture; in turn, modern architecture brings its artistic side to the cinema.
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The Explosion of Space

Modern architecture does not only serve the cinematographic set [décor], but
imprints its stamp on the staging [mise-en-scénel, it breaks out of its frame; ar-
chitecture ‘plays.”” And, of course, for filmmakers (like Sergei Eisenstein) orig-
inally trained as architects, the filmic art offered the potential to develop a new
architecture of time and space unfettered by the material constraints of grav-
ity and daily life.

Out of this intersection of the two arts, a theoretical apparatus was de-
veloped that saw architecture as the fundamental site of film practice, the in-
dispensable real and ideal matrix of the filmic imaginary, and at the same time
posited film as the modernist art of space par excellence—a vision of the fu-
sion of space and time. The potential of film to explore this new realm, seen as
the basis of modernist architectural aesthetics by Sigfried Giedion, was recog-
nized early on. Abel Gance, writing in 1912, was already hoping for a new
“sixth art” that would provide “that admirable synthesis of the movement of
space and time.”® But it was the art historian Elie Faure, influenced by Fernand
Léger, who first coined a term for the cinematic aesthetic that brought together
the two dimensions: “cineplastics.” “The cinema,” he wrote in 1922, “is first of
all plastic. It represents, in some way, an architecture in movement that should
be in constant accord, in dynamically pursued equilibrium, with the setting
and the landscapes within which it rises and falls.”” In Faure’s terms, “plastic”
art was that which “expresses form at rest and in movement,” a mode common
to the arts of sculpture, bas-relief, drawing, painting, fresco, and especially the
dance, but which perhaps achieved its highest expression in the cinema.® For
“the cinema incorporates time to space. Better, time, through this, really be-
comes a dimension of space .. . . unrolling under our eyes its successive volumes
ceaselessly returned to us in dimensions that allow us to grasp their extent in
surface and depth.” The “hitherto unknown plastic pleasures” thereby discov-
ered would, finally, have the effect of creating a new kind of architectural
space, akin to that imaginary space “within the walls of the brain”:

The notion of duration entering as a constitutive element into the no-
tion of space, we will easily imagine an art of cineplastics blossoming
that would be no more than an ideal architecture, and where the “cine-
mimic” will . . . disappear, because only a great artist could build edifices

that constitute themselves, collapse, and reconstitute themselves again



ceaselessly by imperceptible passages of tones and modeling which will
themselves be architecture at every instant, without our being able to
grasp the thousandth part of a second in which the transition takes
place.'

Such an art, Faure predicts, will propel the world into a new stage of civ-
ilization, one where architecture will be the principal form of expression, based
on the appearance of mobile industrial constructions, ships, trains, cars, and
airplanes together with their stable ports and harbors. Cinema will then oper-
ate, he concludes, as a kind of privileged “spiritual ornament” to this machine
civilization: “the most useful social play for the development of confidence,
harmony, and cohesion in the masses.”"!

Spaces of Horror

Critics of the first generation of German expressionist films had already expe-
rienced such a “cineplastic” revolution in practice: the spate of immediate post-
war productions in 1919 and 1920, including Paul Wegener’s Der Golem, Karl
Heinz Martin’s Von Morgens bis Mitternacht, and, of course, Robert Weine’s
Das Kabinett des Dr. Caligari, demonstrated that, in the words of the German
art critic and New York Times correspondent Herman G. Scheffauer, a new
“stereoscopic universe” was in the making. In an analysis published at the end
of 1920 that unabashedly paraphrased an earlier article by the Berlin critic
Heinrich de Fries, Scheffauer hailed the end of the “crude phantasmagoria” of
carlier films and the birth of a new space: “Space—hitherto considered and
treated as something dead and static, a mere inert screen or frame, often of no
more significance than the painted balustrade-background at the village photog-
rapher’s—has been smitten into life, into movement and conscious expression.
A fourth dimension has begun to evolve out of this photographic cosmos.”'?
Thus the film began to extend what Scheffauer called “the sixth sense of man,
his feeling for space or room—his Raumgefiihl,” in such a way as to transform
reality itself. No longer an inert background, architecture now participates in
the very emotions of the film—the surroundings no longer surround but en-
tet the experience as presence: “The frown of a tower, the scowl of a sinister al-
ley, the pride and serenity of a white peak, the hypnotic draught of a straight
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road vanishing to a point—these exert their influences and express their na-
tures; their essences flow over the scene and blend with the action.”'® An ad-
vance on the two-dimensional world of the picture, the “scenic architect” of
films such as Caligari has the ability to dominate “furniture, room, house,

The Explosion of Space

street, city, landscape, universe!” The “fourth dimension” of time extends space
in depth, “the plastic is amalgamated with the painted, bulk and form with the
simulacra of bulk and form, false perspective and violent foreshadowing are in-
troduced, real light and shadow combat or reinforce painted shadow and light.
Einstein’s invasion of the law of gravity is made visible in the treatment of walls

and supports.”'*

9. Walter Reimann,
sketch for The Cabinet
of Dr. Caligari, 1919.

Scheffauer provides a veritable phenomenology of the spaces of Cali-
gari—a corridor in an office building, a street at night, an attic room, a prison
cell, a white and spectral bridge, the marketplace; all constructed out of walls



that are at once solid and transparent, fissured and veiled, camouflaged and
endlessly disappearing, and presented in a forced and distorted perspective that
presses space both backward and forward, finally overwhelming the spectator’s
own space, incorporating it into the vortex of the whole movie. In his descrip-
tion of the film’s environments, Scheffauer anticipates all the later common-
places of expressionist criticism from Siegfried Kracauer to Rudolf Kurtz:

A corridor in an office building: Wall veering outward from the floor, tra-
versed by sharply-defined parallel strips, emphasizing the perspective and
broken violently by pyramidal openings, streaming with light, marking
the doors; the shadows between them vibrating as dark cones of contrast,
the further end of the corridor murky, giving vast distance. In the fore-
ground a section of wall violently tilted over the heads of the audience,
as it were. The floor cryptically painted with errant lines of direction, the
floor in front of the doors shows crosslines, indicating a going to and fro,
in and out. The impression is one of formal coldness, of bureaucratic
regularity, of semipublic traffic.

A street at night: Yawning blackness in the background—empty,
starless, abstract space, against it a square, lopsided lantern hung between
lurching walls. Doors and windows constructed or painted in wrenched
perspective. Dark segments on the pavement accentuate diminishing ef-
fect. The slinking of a brutal figure pressed against the walls and evil
spots and shadings on the pavement give a sinister expression to the
street. Adroit diagonals lead and rivet the eye.

An attic: It speaks of sordidness, want and crime. The whole com-
position a vivid intersection of cones of light and dark, of roof-lines,
shafts of light and slanting walls. A projection of white and black pat-
terns on the floor, the whole geometrically felt, cubistically conceived.
This attic is out of time, but in space. The roof chimneys of another
world arise and scowl through the splintered window-pane.

A room; or rather a room that has precipitated itself in cavern-like
lines, in inverted hollows of frozen waves. Here space becomes cloistral
and encompasses the human—a man reads at a desk. A triangular win-
dow glares and permits the living day a voice in this composition. A
prison-cell: A criminal, ironed to a huge chain attached to an immense
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trapezoidal “ball.” The posture of the prisoner sitting on his folded legs
is almost Buddha-like. Here space turns upon itself, encloses and focuses
a human destiny. A small window high up and crazily-barred, is like an
eye. The walls, sloping like a tent’s to an invisible point, are blazoned with
black and white wedge-shaped rays. These blend when they reach the
floor and unite in a kind of huge cross, in the center of which the pris-
oner sits, scowling, unshaven. The tragedy of the repression of the hu-
man in space—in trinity of space, fate and man.

A white and spectral bridge yawning and rushing out of the fore-
ground: It is an erratic, irregular causeway, such as blond ghouls might
have built. It climbs and struggles upward almost out of the picture. In
the middle distance it rises into a hump and reveals arches staggering over
nothingness. The perspective pierces into vacuity. This bridge is the
scene of a wild pursuit. . . .

Several aspects of the market place of a small town: . . . the town
cries out its will through its mouth, this market place.'

Caligari, then, has produced an entirely new space, one that is both all-
embracing and all-absorbing in depth and movement. But the filmic medium
allowed the exploration of other kinds of space than the totalizing plasticity
modeled by Walter Réhrig, Walter Reimann, and Hermann Warm for Weine’s
film. Scheffauer identifies the “fHat space” of Martin’s Von Morgens bis Mitter-
nacht (1920), designed by Robert Neppach, where rather than being artificially
constructed in the round as in Caligari, it was suggested in tones of black and
white as “a background, vague, inchoate, nebulous.”'® Above and around this
inactive space that makes the universe into a flat plane, there is only “primeval
darkness”; all perspective is rendered in contrasts of white planes against black-
ness. There is also the “geometrical space” found in Reimann’s film fantasy of
Paul Scheerbart’s Algo/; in this meditation on the space of the stars, “the forms
are broken up expressionistically, but space acts and speaks geometrically, in
great vistas, in grandiose architectural culminations. Space or room is divided
into formal diapers, patterns, squares, spots, and circles, of cube imposed upon
cube, of apartment opening into apartment.”” Finally, there is what
Scheffauer terms “sculptural” or “solid” space, such as that modeled by the
Poelzigs for Wegener’s Der Golem.



Professor Poelzig conceives of space in plastic terms, in solid concretions
congealing under the artist’s hand to expressive and organic forms. He
works, therefore, in the solid masses of the sculptor and not with the
planes of the painter. Under his caressing hands a weird but spontaneous
internal architecture, shell-like, cavernous, somber, has been evolved in
simple, flowing lines, instinct with the bizarre spirit of the tale. . . . The
gray soul of medieval Prague has been molded into these eccentric and
errant crypts. . . . Poelzig seeks to give an eerie and grotesque suggestive-
ness to the flights of houses and streets that are to furnish the external
setting of this film-play. The will of this master-architect animating fa-
cades into faces, insists that these houses are to speak in jargon—and

gesticulate!'®
Pan-Geometries

In assimilating filmic space to the theoretical types of Raum adumbrated in
German philosophy and psychology since Theodor Vischer, and in proposing
the relativity of spatial forms in the face of continuous optical movement, in a
way that reminds us of the historical relativity of optical forms demonstrated
by Alois Riegl, Scheffauer anticipates the more scholarly account of perspecti-
val history developed between 1923 and 1925 by Erwin Panofsky. Panofsky’s
essay “Perspective as Symbolic Form” set out to show that the various perspec-
tive systems from Roman times to the present were not simply “incorrect” in-
stances of representing reality, but rather endowed with distinct and symbolic
meaning of their own, as powerful and as open to reading as iconographical
types and genres. Panofsky even took note of the modernist will to break with
the conventions of perspective, and saw it as yet another stage of perspective
vision itself. He cites expressionism’s resistance to perspective as the last rem-
nant of the will to capture “real, three-dimensional space,” and El Lissitzky in
his desire to overcome the bounds of finite space:

Older perspective is supposed to have “limited space, made it finite,
closed it off,” conceived of space “according to Euclidean geometry as
rigid three-dimensionality,” and it is these very bonds which the most
recent art has attempted to break. Either it has in a sense exploded the
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entire space by “dispersing the center of vision” (“Futurism”), or it has
sought no longer to represent depth intervals “extensively” by means of
foreshortenings, but rather, in accord with the most modern insights of
psychology, only to create an illusion “intensively” by playing color sur-
faces off against each other, each differently placed, differently shaded,
and only in this way furnished with different spatial values (Mondrian
and in particular Malevich’s “Suprematism”). The author believes he can
suggest a third solution: the conquest of an “imaginary space” by means
of mechanically motivated bodies, which by this very movement, by
their rotation or oscillation, produce precise figures (for example, a ro-
tating stick produces an apparent circle, or in another position, an ap-
parent cylinder, and so forth). In this way, in the opinion of El Lissitzky,
art is elevated to the standpoint of a non-Euclidean pan-geometry
(whereas in fact the space of those “imaginary” rotating bodies is no less
“Euclidean” than any other empirical space)."®

Despite Panofsky’s skepticism, it was, of course, such a “pan-geometric”
space that architecture hoped to construct through abstraction and technolog-
ically induced movement. Architects from El Lissitzky to Bruno Taut were to
experiment with this new “pan-geometry” as if, in Ernst Bloch’s words, it would
enable them finally “to depict empirically an imaginary space.” For Bloch, the
underlying Euclidean nature of all space offered the potential for architecture
to approach “pan-geometry” in reality; basing his argument on Panofsky’s es-
say, he commended expressionists for having generated rotating and turning
bodies that produced “stereometric figures . . . which at least have nothing in
common with the perspective visual space (Sehraum).” Out of this procedure
emerged “an architecture of the abstract, which wants to be quasi-meta-cubic.”
For Bloch this potential allowed modern architecture to achieve its own
“symbolic allusions,” even if these were founded on the “so-called Euclidian
pan-geometry,” criticized by Panofsky.?® In this illusion the architects were
encouraged by the cinematographers themselves, who, at least in the twenties,
and led by Fritz Lang and E. W. Murnau, accepted the practical rulings of the
Universum Film A.G. or Ufa, whose proscription against exterior filming sup-
ported the extraordinary experimentation in set design of the Weimar period.



Psycho-Spaces

Buct the attempt to construct these imaginary new worlds was, as Panofsky had
noted, not simply formalistic and decorative; its premise was from the outset
psychological, based on what Rudolf Kurtz defined as the “simple law of psy-
chological aesthetics that when we feel our way into certain forms, exact psy-
chic correspondences are set up.”?! Hugo Miinsterberg, in his 1916 work Film:
A Psychological Studly, had already set out the terms of the equation film = psy-
chological form.?? For Miinsterberg, film differed from drama by its appeal to
the “inner movements of the mind”:

To be sure, the events in the photoplay happen in the real space with its
depth. But the spectator feels that they are not presented in the three di-
mensions of the outer world, that they are flat pictures which only the
mind molds into plastic things. Again the events are seen in continuous
movement; and yet the pictures break up the movement into a rapid suc-
cession of instantaneous impressions. . . . The photoplay tells us the hu-
man story by overcoming the forms of the outer world, namely space,
time, and causality, and by adjusting the events to the forms of the inner

world, namely, attention, memory, imagination, and emotion.?

Only two years later, in one of his first critical essays, Louis Aragon was to note
this property of the film to focus attention and reformulate the real into the
imaginary, the ability to fuse the physical and the mental, later to become a sur-
realist obsession. Seemingly anticipating the mental states of Breton’s Nadja or
of his own Paysan de Paris, but as revealed in film, Aragon meditated on the way
“the door of a bar that swings and on the window the capital letters of unread-
able and marvelous words, or the vertiginous, thousand-eye facade of the thirty-
story house. . . ”. The possibility of disclosing the inner “menacing or enigmatic
meanings” of everyday objects by simple close-up techniques and camera
angles, light, shade, and space established, for Aragon, the poetic potential of
the art: “To endow with a poetic value that which does not possess it, to willfully
restrict the field of vision so as to intensify expression: these are two properties
that help make cinematic decor the adequate setting of modern beauty.”

108

Adeuibew] d1wii{ 3y pUe 3IN3UYIY

109



The Explosion of Space

For this, however, film had no need of an artificially constructed “decor”
that simulated the foreshortening of perspective or the phobic characteristics
of space; the framings and movements of the camera itself would serve to con-
struct reality far more freely. In his later 1934 essay on “Style and Medium in
the Motion Pictures,” Panofsky himself argued against any attempt to subject
the world to “aesthetic prestylization, as in the expressionist settings of 7he
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari,” as “no more than an exciting experiment.” “To pre-
stylize reality prior to tackling it amounts to dodging the problem,” he con-
cluded: “The problem is to manipulate and shoot unstylized reality in such a
way that the result has style.”?



Metropolitan Montage

The City as Film in Kracauer, Benjamin, and Eisenstein

The street in the extended sense of the word is not only the arena of fleet-
ing impressions and chance encounters but a place where the flow of life
is bound to assert itself. Again one will have to think mainly of the city
street with its ever-moving anonymous crowds. The kaleidoscopic sights
mingle with unidentified shapes and fragmentary visual complexes and
cancel each other out, thereby preventing the onlooker from following
up any of the innumerable suggestions they offer. What appears to him
are not so much sharp-contoured individuals engaged in this or that de-
finable pursuit as loose throngs of sketchy, completely indeterminate fig-
ures. Each has a story, yet the story is not given. Instead, an incessant flow
of possibilities and near-intangible meanings appears. This flow casts its
spell over the flAneur or even creates him. The flineur is intoxicated with
life in the street—Ilife eternally dissolving the patterns which it is about

to form.

Siegfried Kracauer, “Once Again the Street”™
The Lure of the Street: Kracauer

From the mid-twenties on, critics increasingly denounced what they saw as the
purely decorative and staged characteristics of the expressionist film in favor of
a more direct confrontation with the “real.” If, as Panofsky asserted, “the
unique and specific possibilities of film” could be “defined as dynamization of
space and, accordingly, spatialization of time,” then it was the lens of the cam-
era, and not any distorted set, that inculcated a sense of motion in the static
spectator, and thence a mobilization of space itself: “Not only do bodies move
in space, but space itself does, approaching, receding, turning, dissolving and
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recrystallizing as it appears through the controlled locomotion and focusing of
the camera and through the cutting and editing of the various shots.”> And this
led to the inevitable conclusion that the proper medium of the movies was not
the idealization of reality, as in the other arts, but “physical reality as such.”
Marcel Carné’s frustrated question “When will the cinema go down into the
street?,” calling for an end to artifice and the studio set and a confrontation of
the “real” as opposed to the “constructed” Paris, was only one of a number of
increasingly critical attacks on the architectural set in the early thirties.
Among the most rigorous of the new realists, Siegfried Kracauer, himself
a former architect, was consistent in his arguments against the “decorative” and
artificial, and in favor of the critical vision of the real that film allowed. From
his first experience of film as a pre—World War I child to his last theoretical
work on film published in 1960, Kracauer found the street to be both site and
vehicle for his social criticism. Recalling the first film he saw as a boy, entitled
significantly enough “Film as the Discoverer of the Marvels of Everyday Life,”
Kracauer remembered being thrilled by the sight of “an ordinary suburban
street, filled with lights and shadows which transfigured it. Several trees stood
about, and there was in the foreground a puddle reflecting invisible house fa-
cades and a piece of sky. Then a breeze moved the shadows, and the facades
with the sky below began to waver. The trembling upper world in the dirty
puddle—this image has never left me.” For Kracauer, the aesthetic of film was
first and foremost material, not purely formal, and was essentially suited to the
recording of the fleeting, the temporally transient, the momentary impres-
sion—that is, the modern—a quality that made the “street” in all its manifes-
tations an especially favored subject matter. If the snapshot stressed the
random and the fortuitous, then its natural development in the motion picture
camera was “partial to the least permanent components of our environment,”
rendering “the street in the broadest sense of the word” the place for chance en-
counters and social observation.® But for this to work as a truly critical method
of observation and recording, the street would first have to be offered up as an
“unstaged reality”; what Kracauer considered film’s “declared preference for na-
ture in the raw” was easily defeated by artificiality and “staginess,” whether the
staged “drawing brought to life” of Caligari or the more filmic staging of mon-
tage, panning, and camera movement. Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, of 1926, was an
example of this latter kind of staging, where “a film of unsurpassable staginess”



was partially redeemed by the way in which crowds were treated “and rendered
through a combination of long shots and close shots which provide exactly the
kind of random impressions we would receive were we to witness this spectacle
in reality.”” Yet for Kracauer, the impact of the crowd images was obviated
by the architectural settings that remained entirely stylized and imaginary. A
similar case was represented by Walter Ruttmann’s Berlin, Symphonie einer
Grossstadt (1927), where in a Vertov-like manipulation of shot and montage
the director tried to capture “simultaneous phenomena which, owing to certain
analogies and contrasts between them, form comprehensible patterns. . . . He
cuts from human legs walking in the street to the legs of a cow and juxtaposes
the luscious dishes in a deluxe restaurant with the appalling food of the very
poor.”® Such formalism, however, tended to concentrate attention not on
things themselves and their meaning but on their formal characteristics. As
Kracauer noted with respect to the capturing of the city’s movement in rhyth-
mic shots, “tempo is also a formal conception if it is not defined with reference
to the qualities of the objects through which it materializes.”™

For Kracauer, the street, properly recorded, offered a virtually inex-
haustible subject for the comprehension of modernity; its special characteris-
tics fostered not only the chance and the random, but more importantly the
necessary distance, if not alienation, of the observer for whom the camera eye
was a precise surrogate. If, in the photographs of Marville or Atget, one might
detect a certain melancholy, this was because the photographic medium, inter-
secting with the street as subject, fostered a kind of self-estrangement allowing
for a closer identification with the objects being observed. “The dejected indi-
vidual is likely to lose himself in the incidental configurations of his environ-
ment, absorbing them with a disinterested intensity no longer determined by
his previous preferences. His is a kind of receptivity which resembles that of
Proust’s photographer cast in the role of a stranger.”'® Hence, for Kracauer and
his friend Walter Benjamin, the close identification of the photographer with
the flineur, and the potential of flanerie and its techniques to furnish models
for the modernist filmmaker: “The melancholy character is seen strolling about
aimlessly: as he proceeds, his changing surroundings take shape in the form of
numerous juxtaposed shots of house facades, neon lights, stray passers-by, and
the like. It is inevitable that the audience should trace their seemingly unmoti-
vated emergence to his dejection and the alienation in its wake.”'! In this
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respect, what Kracauer saw as Eisenstein’s “identification of life with the street”
took on new meaning, as the flineur-photographer moved to capture the flow
of fleeting impressions that Kracauer’s teacher Georg Simmel had character-

» «

ized as “snapshots of reality.” “When history is made in the streets, the streets

tend to move onto the screen,” concluded Kracauer.
The Critic as Producer: Benjamin

Other critics were more optimistic about the potential of filmic techniques to
render a version of reality that might otherwise go unrecorded, or better, to re-
construe reality in such a way that it might be critically apprehended. Thus
Walter Benjamin’s celebrated eulogy of the film as liberty of perception, in
“The Work of Artin the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” was a first step in
the constitution of the filmic as #5¢ modern critical aesthetic:

By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of fa-
miliar objects, by exploring commonplace milieus under the ingenious
guidance of the camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our compre-
hension of the necessities which rule our lives; on the other hand, it man-
ages to assure us of an immense and unexpected field of action. Our
taverns and our metropolitan streets, our offices and furnished rooms,
our railroad stations and our factories appeared to have us locked up
hopelessly. Then came the film and burst this prison world asunder by
the dynamite of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its
far-flung ruins and debris, we calmly and adventurously go traveling.
With the close-up, space expands; with slow motion, movement is ex-
tended. . . . An unconsciously penetrated space is substituted for a space
consciously explored by man. . .. The camera introduces us to uncon-

scious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses.12

Unconscious optics, the filmic unconscious, was, for Benjamin, itself a kind of
analysis, the closest aesthetic equivalent to Freud’s own Psychopathology of
Everyday Life, in its ability to focus and deepen perception.

In this characteristic, film obviously outdistanced architecture; Ben-
jamin’s remark that “architecture has always represented the prototype of a



work of art the reception of which is consummated by the collectivity in a state
of distraction” was made in this very context: the assertion of the “shock effect”
of the film as that which allows the public, no longer distracted, to be put once
more in the position of the critic. Thus the only way to render architecture
critical again was to wrest it out of its uncritically observed context, its dis-
tracted state, and offer it to a now attentive public—that is, to make a film of the
building.

Or of the city. In an evocative remark inserted apparently at random
among the unwieldy collection of citations and aphorisms that make up the
unfinished Passagen- Werk, Walter Benjamin opened the possibility of yet an-
other way of reading his unfinished work: was it not perhaps the sketch of a

screenplay for a movie of Paris?

Could one not shoot a passionate film of the city plan of Paris? Of the
development of its different forms [ Geszalten] in temporal succession? Of
the condensation of a century-long movement of streets, boulevards,
passages, squares, in the space of half an hour? And what else does the

flineur do?'?

In this context, might not the endless quotations and aphoristic observations
of the Passagen-Werk, carefully written out on hundreds of single index cards,
each one letter-, number-, and color-coded to cross-reference them to all the
rest, be construed as so many shots, ready to be montaged into the epic movie
“Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century”; a prehistory of modernity, finally
realized by modernity’s own special form of mechanical reproduction?

While obviously no “film” of this kind was ever made, an attempt to an-
swer the hypothetical question “What would Benjamin’s film of Paris have
looked like?” would clarify what we might call Benjamin’s “filmic imaginary.”
Such an imaginary, overt in the Passagen-Werk and the contemporary essay
“The Work of Artin the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” and covert in many
carlier writings from those on German baroque allegory to those on historical
form, might, in turn, reveal important aspects of the theoretical problems in-
herent in the filmic representation of metropolis. For, in the light of Ben-
jamin’s theories of the political and social powers of mechanical reproduction
as outlined in his “Conversations with Berthold Brecht,” it is clear from the
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outset that any project for a film of Paris would in no way have resembled other
urban films of the interwar period, whether idealist, expressionist, or realist.
Rather it would have involved Benjamin in an act of theoretical elaboration
that, based on previous film theory and criticism, would have constructed new
kinds of optical relations between the camera and the city, film and architec-
ture. These would no doubt have been established on the complex notion of
“the optical unconscious,” an intercalation of Freud and Riegl, that appears
in Benjamin’s writings on photography and film in the late twenties and early
thirties.'

On one level Benjamin’s fragmentary remark is easily decipherable: what
he had in mind was evidently an image of the combined results of the flaneur’s
peripatetic vision, montaged onto the history of the nineteenth century and
put in motion by the movie camera. No longer would the implied movement
of Bergsonian mental processes or the turns of allegorical text have to make do
as pale imitations of metropolitan movement; now the real movement of the
film would, finally, merge technique and content as a proof, so to speak, of the
manifest destiny of modernity. In this sense, Benjamin’s metaphor of a Parisian
film remains just that: a figure of modernist technique as the fullest expression
of modernist thought, as well as the explanation of its origins.

Certainly it is not too difficult to imagine the figure of Benjamin’s
flaneur, Vertov-like, carrying his camera as a third eye, framing and shooting
the rapidly moving pictures of modern life. The etchings of Jacques Callot, the
thumbnail sketches of Saint-Aubin, the “tableaux” of Sébastien Mercier, the
rapid renderings of Constantin Guys, the prose poems of Baudelaire, the snap-
shots of Atgetare all readily transposed into the vocabulary of film, which then
literally mimics the fleeting impressions of everyday life in metropolis in its
very techniques of representation. Indeed, almost every characteristic Ben-
jamin associates with the flineur might be associated with the film director
with little or no distortion. An eye for detail, for the neglected and the chance;
a penchant for joining reality and reverie; a distanced vision, apart from that
distracted and unselfconscious existence of the crowd; a fondness for the mar-
ginal and the forgotten: these are traits of flineur and filmmaker alike. Both
share affinities with the detective and the peddler, the ragpicker and the
vagabond; both aestheticize the roles and materials with which they work.
Equally, the typical habitats of the flaneur lend themselves to filmic represen-



tation: the banlieu, the margins, the zones, and outskirts of the city; the de-
serted streets and squares at night; the crowded boulevards, the phantasmagoric
passages, arcades, and department stores; the spatial apparatus, that is, of the
consumer metropolis.

On another level, however, if we take the image literally rather than
metaphorically, a number of puzzling questions emerge. A film of Paris is cer-
tainly conceivable, but what would a film of “the plan of Paris” look like? And
if one were to succeed in filming this plan, how then might it depict the devel-
opment of the city’s “forms”—its boulevards, streets, squares, and passages—
at the same time as “condensing” a century of their history into half an hour?
How might such a film, if realized, be “passionate”? If, as Benjamin intimates,
the model of the film director was to be found in the figure of the flaneur, how
might this figure translate his essentially nineteenth-century habits of walking
and seeing into cinematographic terms? It seems that step by step, within the
very movement of Benjamin’s own metaphor, the ostensible unity of the im-
age is systematically undermined; as if the result of making a film of the plan
of Paris were to replicate the very fragmentation of modernity that the me-
tropolis posed, the flineur saw, and the film concretizes. Benjamin’s image
thus emerges as a complex rebus of method and form. Its very self-enclosed
elegance, beginning with the film and ending with the flineur as director (a
perfect example of a romantic fragment turning in on itself according to
Schelling’s rules), seems consciously structured to provoke its own unraveling.
It is as if Benjamin inserted his cinematographic conundrum into the formless
accumulation of the Passagen-Werk’s citations and aphorisms to provoke, in its
deciphering, a self-conscious ambiguity about the implied structure of his text,
and, at the same time, a speculation on the theory of film that he never wrote.

For it was not simply that the flineur and the filmmaker shared spaces
and gazes; for Benjamin these characteristics were transferred, as in analysis, to
the spaces themselves, which became, so to speak, vagabonds in their own right.
He spoke of the phenomenon of the “colportage or peddling of space” as the
fundamental experience of the flaineur, where a kind of Bergsonian simultane-
ity allowed “the simultaneous perception of everything that potentially is hap-
pening in this single space. The space directs winks at the flaneur.”'> Thus the
flaneur as ragpicker and peddler participates in his surroundings, even as they
cooperate with him in his unofficial archacology of spatial settings. And, to
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paraphrase Benjamin, what else does the filmmaker do for a viewer now opened
up “in his susceptibility to the transient real-life phenomena that crowd the

screen”?'6
Architectural Montage: Eisenstein

Here we are returned to Eisenstein’s “street,” reminded, in Benjamin’s desire to
have shot a “passionate” film, of Eisenstein’s own long analyses of the notion
of filmic “ecstasy,” the simultaneous cause and effect of movement in the
movie. The “ecstatic” for Eisenstein was, in fact, the fundamental shared char-
acteristic of architecture and film. Even as architectural styles had, one by one,
“exploded” into each other by a kind of inevitable historical process, so the
filmmaker might force the shot to decompose and recompose in successive ex-
plosions. Thus, the “principles of the Gothic. . . seem to explode the balance
of the Romanesque style. And, within the Gothic itself, we could trace the stir-
ring picture of movement of its lancet world from the first almost indistinct
steps toward the ardent model of the mature and postmature, ‘lamboyant’ late
Gothic. We could, like Wolflin, contrast the Renaissance and Baroque and in-
terpret the excited spirit of the second, winding like a spiral, as an ecstatically
bursting temperament of a new epoch, exploding preceding forms of art in the
enthusiasms for a new quality, responding to a new phase of a single historical
process.”"

But Eisenstein goes further. In an essay on two Piranesi engravings for the
early and late states of the Carceri series, he compares architectural composi-
tion itself to cinematic montage, an implicit “flux of form” that holds within
itself the potential to explode into successive states.'® Building on his experi-
ence as architect and set designer, Eisenstein developed a comprehensive the-
ory of what he called “space constructions” that found new meaning in the
romantic formulation of architecture as “frozen music”: “At the basis of the
composition of its ensemble, at the basis of the harmony of its conglomerat-
ing masses, in the establishment of the melody of the future overflow of its
forms, and in the execution of its rhythmic parts, giving harmony to the relief
of its ensemble, lies that same ‘dance’ that is also at the basis of the creation of
music, painting, and cinematic montage.”"* For Eisenstein a kind of relentless
vertigo is set up by the play of architectural forms in space, a vertigo that is eas-



ily assimilable to Thomas De Quincey’s celebrated account of Coleridge’s re-
action to Piranesi’s Carceri, or, better, to Gogol’s reading of the Gothicas a style
of endless movement and internal explosions.?°

And if Eisenstein is able to “force,” to use Manfredo Tafuri’s term, these
representations of architectural space to “explode” into the successive stages of
their “montage” decomposition and recomposition, as if they were so many
“shots,” then it is because, for Eisenstein, architecture itself embodies the prin-
ciples of montage; indeed its especial characteristics of a spatial art experienced
in time render it the predecessor of the film in more than simple analogy.

In the article “Montage and Architecture,” written in the late thirties as
a part of the uncompleted work on montage, Eisenstein sets out this position,
contrasting two “paths” of the spatial eye: the cinematic, where a spectator fol-
lows an imaginary line among a series of objects, through the sight as well as in
the mind—“diverse positions passing in front of an immobile spectator”—and
the architectural, where “the spectator moved through a series of carefully dis-
posed phenomena which he observed in order with his visual sense.” In this
transition from real to imaginary movement, architecture is film’s predecessor.
Where painting “remained incapable of fixing the total representation of an
object in its full multi-dimensionality,” and “only the film camera has solved
the problem of doing this on a flat surface,” “its undoubted ancestor in this ca-
pability is . . . architecture.”!

Here, Eisenstein, former architect and an admitted “great adherent of
the architectural aesthetics of Le Corbusier,” turned to an example of the ar-
chitectural “path” that precisely parallels that studied by Le Corbusier himself
in Vers une architecture to exemplify the “promenade architecturale”: the suc-
cessive perspective views of the movement of an imaginary spectator on the
Acropolis constructed by Auguste Choisy to demonstrate the “successive
tableaux” and “picturesque” composition of the site.?? Eisenstein cites Choisy’s
analysis at length with little commentary, asking his reader simply “to look at it
with the eye of a film-maker”: “It is hard to imagine a montage sequence for an
architectural ensemble more subtly composed, shot by shot, than the one
which our legs create by walking among the buildings of the Acropolis.” For
Eisenstein the Acropolis was the veritable answer to Victor Hugo’s assertion of
the cathedral of a book in stone: “the perfect example of one of the most an-
cient films.”? Eisenstein finds in the carefully sequenced perspectives presented
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by Choisy the combination of a “film shot effect,” producing an obvious new
impression from each new, emerging shot, and a “montage effect,” where the
effect is gained from the sequential juxtaposition of the shots. The filmmaker
speculates on the desirable temporal duration of each picture, finding the pos-
sibility that there was a distinct relationship between the pace of the spectator’s
movement and the rhythm of the buildings themselves, a temporal solemnity
being provoked by the distance between each building.

Le Corbusier, who is apparently less faithful in his reproduction of
Choisy’s sequence, concentrates on the second perspective, shown together
with the plan of the visual axis of entry from the Propylaca to the former statue
of Athena. For the architect, this demonstrates the flexibility of Greek “axial”
planning, as opposed to the rigidity of the academic Beaux-Arts: “False right
angles have furnished rich views and a subtle effect; the asymmetrical masses of
the buildings create an intense rthythm. The spectacle is massive, elastic, ner-
vous, overwhelming in its sharpness, dominating.”>* The plan of the mobile
and changing ground levels of the Acropolis is only apparently “disordered.”
There is an inner equilibrium when the entire site is viewed from afar.

In this common reliance on Choisy we might be tempted to see the final
conjunction of architectural and filmic modernism; the rhythmic dance of Le
Corbusier’s spectator (modeled no doubt on the movements of Jacques Dal-
croze) anticipating the movement of Eisenstein’s shots and montages. For both
analysts, the apparently inert site and its strangely placed buildings is almost lit-
erally exploded into life, at once physical and mental. For both, the rereading
of a canonical monument has provided the key to a “true” and natural mod-
ernist aesthetic.

And yet, as both ceaselessly reiterated, such correspondences were, when
taken themselves too literally, false to the internal laws of the two media, ar-
chitecture and film. If Le Corbusier agreed that “everything is Architecture,”
he also called for film to concentrate on its own laws; Eisenstein, similarly,
abandoned a career as architect and stage designer precisely because the film
offered a new and different stage of representational technique for modernity.
For Le Corbusier architecture was a setting for the athletic and physical life of
the new man; its objects and settings the activators of mental and spiritual ac-
tivity through vision; for Eisenstein architecture remained only a porential film,

a necessary stage in aesthetic evolution, but already surpassed.
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Both would have agreed with Robert Mallet-Stevens, who was troubled
by the invasion of the decorative into filmic architecture, the potential to cre-
ate “imaginary” forms that illustrated rather than provided settings for human
psychological emotions. Mallet-Stevens warned against the tendency to view
architecture as a photogenic aid to film, thereby creating a “foreseen” dynamic
that in real space would be provided by the human figure: “the ornament, the
arabesque, is the mobile personage who creates them.”?* Rather than expres-
sionist buildings imitating their cinematic counterparts, he called for a radical
simplification of architecture that would, in this way, offer itself up naturally
to the filmic action, always preserving the distance between the real and the
imaginary. “Real life is entirely different, the house is made to live, it should first
respond to our needs.”” Properly handled, however, architecture and film
might be entirely complementary. He cited a screenplay by Ricciotto Canudo
that would perhaps realize this ideal:

It concerned the representation of a solitary woman, frighteningly alone
in life, surrounded by the void and nothingness. The décor: composed of
inarticulate lines, immovable, repeated, without ornament: no window,
no door, no furniture in the “field,” and at the center of these rigid par-
allels a woman who advanced slowly. Subtitles become useless, architec-

ture situates the person and defines her better than any text.?”

In this vision of a cinematic architecture that would return through its own
laws of perspective to the essential characteristics of building, Mallet-Stevens
echoed Le Corbusier and anticipated Eisenstein. In his depiction of a decor
framed as the very image of isolation, agoraphobic or claustrophobic, he also
answered those in Germany who were attempting to “express” in spatial dis-
tortion what a simple manipulation of the camera in space might accomplish.

Such arguments between these two possibilities of filmic architecture
have hardly ceased with the gradual demise of cinema and the rise of its own
“natural” successors video and, more recently, digital hyperspatial imaging.
That their influence on architecture might be as disturbing as those observed
by Le Corbusier and Mallet-Stevens is at least possible to hazard, as buildings
and their spatial sequences are designed as illustrations of implied movement

or, worse, as literal fabrications of the computer’s-eye view.



X Marks the Spot

The Exhaustion of Space at the Scene of the Crime

The exact position of the X that in common lore marked the most significant
spotat the scene of the crime has more than often been in doubt. Precise in ter-
minology, and of course in geometrical accuracy, the spot has been, so to speak,
on the move throughout the last century and a half of modern criminological
practice. The place of the body might be marked by tape and chalk on the
ground to which it had fallen; the alleged site of the crime might be gridded
with painstaking care in order to provide a coordinate system by which to sit-
uate the evidence, carefully collected in labeled bags for presentation in court;
the tracks of the criminal, the traces of blood, the dispersed weapons, and their
hastily jettisoned ammunition might all be gathered together and plotted on
the special kind of map that criminologists have defined as appropriate to fix
the “scene” of the crime in legally tenable terms. But all this precision, as fic-
tional and real defenders have demonstrated since Edgar Allan Poe, falls apart
at the slightest questioning of a spadial kind. The question of whar has gener-
ally been easily answered, at least until the most sophisticated technologies
(such as those of DNA analysis) have proved too much “beyond a doubt” to be
believable. The question of where, however, has always been readily thrown
into obscurity, by the simple trick of denouncing the various projections, sup-
positions, and assumptions that are gathered around any exercise in mapping.
Objects can be presented in the courtroom, but spaces have always to be imag-
ined, and represented; and representation has, from the early nineteenth cen-
tury at least, been an art, controlled by psychological projection and careful
artifice, more than a science.

This was no doubt the message of Georges Bataille when, in his brief re-
view of the photographic album X Marks the Spot (issued appropriately enough
by the Spot Publishing Company of Chicago in 1930),' he remarked on the



X Marks the Spot

custom of publishing photos of criminal cadavers, a practice “that seemed
equally popular in Europe, certainly representing a considerable moral trans-
formation in the attitude of the public to violent death.” To illustrate the
point, Bataille selected an image from this “first photographic history of
Chicago gangland slayings” depicting the corpse of an assassinated gangster
found in the ice of Lake Michigan, the figure face up, as if frozen while float-
ing, a literal monument to its own death. In one sense, of course, this image
has no relation to the “X marks the spot” announced in the title of the album,
to the custom of marking the position of the victim after the removal of the
body; there was in this case no mark to be left on the ice following the excava-
tion of the frozen corpse, and its place of discovery was destined to be effaced
forever with the subsequent thaw. For an instant, then, the corpse acted as its
own mark, one to be rendered permanent only in the police photo. And this
photograph, as Georges Didi-Huberman has pointed out, was itself an enig-
matic record: “First one doesn’t see very much, insofar as the image evokes a
pure and simple yet chaotic site—a black and white magma. Then one recog-
nizes the man frozen (and presumably assassinated) trapped in the ice of Lake
Michigan.”® Transformed into an anamorphic vision by virtue of the flatten-
ing surface of the ice and the angle of the photo, the dead gangster has been
doubly recomposed, first as a marker of the site of his own death, secondly as
a visually encoded hieroglyphic image of that mark. Further, whatever place
was marked by the position of the body, it was not the site of the assassination
itself, but rather the place where the gangster had ended up, propelled by the
currents of the lake and frozen by chance on rising to the surface. A mark there-
fore of the ever-exilic, ever-transitory place of death in modern urban life, but
at the same time of the consistent popular and judicial fascination with the na-
ture and signs of that place.

This signal of Bataille’s interest in the position and role of X in marking
the spot of death in the city anticipated by eight years his more developed re-
flection on Nietzsche’s proclamation of the “death of God,” an essay in which
the role of the mark is now played by a monument—the Obelisk of Luxor
erected in the Place de la Concorde in 1836—and the “spot” is that of the guil-
lotine erected for the execution of Louis XVI. In this process of transformation,
in which a police inquiry into a murdered gangster is enlarged to encompass the
death of God, the mystery—who was the victim and who the murderer’—is



similarly deepened, both by the historical age and mysterious origins of this X
in Egypt and by its subsequent deracination and transposition to modern Paris.
The circumstances of its reutilization, and the subsequent history of its inter-
pretation and reception in the place or Place de la Concorde, when joined to the
monumental history of this Place itself, establish for Bataille the appropriate
mise-en-scéne in which to stage Nietzsche’s fool, running into the public square
with lantern lit in broad daylight, crying: “I'm looking for God!”

The obelisk held a special place in Bataille’s symbolic topography. For by
virtue of its origin in history and its monumental role in space, it potentially
reconciled time 77 space, effacing the one in favor of the latter, at the same time
as it opened the way, through a process of desymbolization, and by its insistent
presence, to a negation of all historical meaning. X, then, marks the spot not
only of the proclamation of the death of God and of the actual murder, but
also of the threshold of all ensuing consequences and potentialities, or rather,
the place from which it would be possible to imagine any such future. The con-
juncture of the Place de la Concorde and the obelisk was thus an entirely ap-
propriate “place” for a Nietzschean inquiry. The place itself had indeed been
the object of almost as many redefinitions and imposed identities as the
obelisk—as a place, that s, its place was singularly unstable in both political and
architectural terms.

Putin terms of a criminal investigation—the forensic study of “the scene
of the crime” preparatory to bringing a suspect to trial—Bataille’s scenario
would certainly be troubling to a police method that relied on physical evi-
dence faithfully collected and recorded by that instrument of the “real,” the
camera. The distortion of the visual field produced an image that could be re-
assembled into the figure of a corpse only through an equal and opposite dis-
tortion, a sideways reading, so to speak, that in itself cast doubt on the original
form. Further, at the same time as the site of the discovery of the body acted as
the stable context for inferring the nature and perpetrator of the murder, its un-
stable coordinates unfixed the evidence and disseminated the clues into a spa-
tial void. Space, infiltrating and dispersing place, had put the tangibility and
thereby the veracity of courtroom exhibits into doubt. The crime takes place
in space, which in turn renders its exact position unstable.

And yet this very spatial dimension of the crime, a commonplace of city
novels from Poe’s Paris and Conan Doyle’s London to Chandler’s Los Angeles,
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has been largely overlooked in criticism, in favor of the material evidence pre-
sented by traces and objects—a preoccupation shared by police methods and
recently underlined in the heated debates over the “bloody glove” in the Simp-
son trial. In this trial, the “fit” of the glove, and its possible purchase by Simp-
son, were less important in the end than its position in space, its potential for
having been “planted,” its obvious immobility in the evidence photos disturbed
by the defense’s clever manipulation of its equally obvious potential for move-
ment. Similarly, blood, which indelibly marked socks and vans belonging to
the accused, thus creating a trail that police hoped would trace the crime back
to the culprit, was demonstrated to be equally mobile, as it moved from site to
station to laboratory and back to crime site again. Indeed, the entire trial was
destabilized by a defense that exploited space against object, that knew how to
set in motion every fixed premise and stable clue by situating it in a field of
other spaces and sites that raised the possibility of doubt as to its fixed place.
The fluidity of space was pitched against the stability of place; the object con-
sistently displaced by its spatial field.

Here we are reminded of that canonical tale of the spatial displacement
of evidence, Poe’s “The Purloined Letter,” later to be reconstituted as a psy-
choanalytical fable of automatism of repetition by Jacques Lacan.’ Poe’s very
title, Lacan cautions, is a warning of the story’s implications: he points out that
the word “purloined,” translated by Baudelaire as volée, “stolen,” is derived
from the Anglo-French pur (as in purpose, purchase, purport) and the Old
French loing, loigner, longé (“alongside”), making a word that implies the action
of “putting aside,” “putting alongside,” or even “putting in the wrong place.”
Such attributes of displacement, when joined to the action of “stealing”—for
purloining also implies a theft, if not one involving outright confiscation—in-
timates the complex matrix of intersecting double scenes staged by Poe’s nar-
rative. The first (Lacan significantly terms it the “primal scene”), in the royal
boudoir (perfect scene for a primal crime), finds the Queen receiving a letter,
surprised by the King and in confusion “hiding” the letter by leaving it open on
a table, only to witness the Minister substitute his own letter for hers and make
off with it together with the power its ownership conveys. The second (a repe-
tition of the first) is in the Minister’s apartment, and stages Dupin discovering
the letter in full view hanging from the mantleshelf, and himself substituting a
letter with a motto for the Minister to reflect on when opening what he thinks



is the Queen’s. These two spaces of “putting in the wrong (therefore the right)
place,” of putting the evidence in full view so as to hide it from those who
would think it hidden, are separated in Po€’s story by the intermission—a scene
of search and of the relentless thoroughness of the police investigation; an in-
vestigation that the Prefect of Police has to admit comes up empty-handed.

The premise of this search is simple enough, and has been repeated to in-
finity. Anticipating that a clever thief would hide his spoils clevetly, the police
“search everywhere.” “Everywhere” for Poe, and for the Prefect, involves a sci-
entific survey of every possible space: the entire building is searched, room by
room, the furniture first. Every possible drawer is opened, on the premise that
“such a thing as a ‘secret’ drawer is impossible” to conceal against a method that
measures accurately “the fiftieth part of a line” in order to account for the
mathematically calculated bulk of every compartment. Even the space behind
and between books, the space in the binding and the pages is submitted to this
probing inspection. The surface of the house itself is “divided . . . into com-
partments,” which are numbered, and “each individual square inch through-
out the premises, including the two houses immediately adjoining,” is
scrutinized with a microscope.® This search would be, Lacan remarks, a veri-
table “exhaustion of space,” whereby the entire “field in which the police pre-
sumes, not without reason, that the letter should be found” is submitted to a
kind of guadrillage of exactitude in such a way that “had the letter been de-
posited within the range of their search,” the police would have found it.”

We should not be surprised to find the Prefect’s search methods system-
atically taught in contemporary police practice. The training manual “Basic
Course Unit Guide: Crime Scene Search Technique,” developed for the Com-
mission on Peace Officer Standards and Training of the state of California
(c. 1985), advocates geometrically controlled search patterns (as opposed to
a “point-to-point” search that is “very often disorganized”), such as the
“strip search” in lanes defined by stakes and lines; the “double strip (grid)”
search; the “quadrant (or sector)” search that in indoor situations would divide
the “building into rooms,” the “bookshelf into sections,” and the “cupboard
into [gridded] sections”; the “circular (spiral or concentric)” search; the “wheel
(or radiate)” search; the “area search,” and finally the aerial search. Tips for
teaching these methods describe how students should test out each method of

search in the context of specific rooms and spaces, carefully photographing,
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sketching, describing in notes, collecting, marking, and preserving the result-
ing “evidence.”

Poe’s spatial field of crime scenes is, in a similar sense, three-dimensional;
both the map constructed by the police search and the map of the displaced,
purloined letter are construed in space and time (the one holding that we will
find the letter given time, the other that the letter will never be found because
itis not “looked for” in the right field), so that the eventual intersection of the
two fields effectuated by Dupin results in a kind of warping—producing a
Klein bottle form that returns the letter to its receiver, but by a path that twists
the space of purloining to enter and exit Dupin’s own desk. The poetics of
crime and its revelation transform the geometrical space of rational detection
into a knot of abyssal proportions.

It is worth noting, in the context of this argument, that Dupin’s success
was not a triumph of visual acuity. Dupin did not see the letter with any more
precision that the Prefect. Rather, his feat was the result of intellectual intro-
jection, precisely a feat of not seeing, conducted in a black box specifically set
up for reflection, not vision: Dupin’s “little back library, or book closet” sur-
rounded by “curling eddies of smoke” with the two friends “sitting in the
dark.” “If there is any point requiring reflection,” observed Dupin, as he for-
bore to enkindle the wick, “we shall examine it to better purpose in the dark.™

Such a refusal of vision, in favor of interior reflection, is consistent with
the arguments of Walter Benjamin, himself an avid student of Dupin, that
space, or rather “architecture,” is experienced primarily in a state of “distrac-
tion,” a state that ignores the visual characteristics of the building in favor of its
haptic and tactile environment, a “dark space,” as Eugéne Minkowski would
have it, where vision is unconscious and “losing one’s way” is the key to knowl-
edge. In the same way, Dupin notes the peculiar characteristic of “overly-large
lettered signs and placards of the street” thac, like the purloined letter, “escape
observation by dint of being excessively obvious.”'® Indeed, we might infer that
the thorough spatial search launched by the Prefect was itself less visual than me-
thodical, a search conducted according to habitual and customary premises. Af-
ter all, the crime itself was accomplished in full view of the victim and seen by
her, and the perpetrator was content to leave the stolen letter equally in full view.

Lacan’s identification of the three kinds of gaze characterizing the inter-
subjectivity of the scenes of Poe’s narrative supports this interpretation of the



“unseeing” look. According to Lacan, “the first is a gaze that sees nothing: that
of the King and of the police”; “the second, a gaze that sees that the first sees
nothing and deceives itself in seeing hidden what it hides—the queen and the
minister”; “the third sees that the first two gazes leave what is to be hidden ex-
posed to whomever would seize it—the minister and Dupin.”"! When set in a
spatial field, whether enclosed or open, this unconscious blindness becomes a
pathological condition that late nineteenth-century analysts would identify as
a return to the haptic, a tactophilia, that in its “close-up” vision approximated
to the early stage of child development or (as applied to the history of vision
by historians like Alois Riegl) to the optical structure of ancient Egypt. Only a
haptic-driven optics, Riegl argued, could produce works like the pyramids,
which revealed themselves in their three-dimensional totality to a viewer stand-
ing at their base—almost touching; a Greek temple, by contrast, demanded to
be viewed from a “normal” distance and in three-quarter view. Late Roman
monuments required neither a close-up nor a normal viewing point, but rather
confused the viewer by (as in the case of the cylindrical Pantheon) oscillating
between figure and ground, or more precisely by providing no fixed ground
against which to be seen. Riegl’s analysis, while obviously oversimplified in its
reliance on a biological model of development to determine the historical de-
velopment of vision, nevertheless contains the premise, utilized by cultural
critics and artists throughout the twentieth century, that vision, which has a
“history,” as Victor Burgin has stressed, is always confused by its unconscious,
its determining relations to touch and the other nonvisual senses, when as a
bodily projection it finds itself in space. Thus, against the optical stupidity of
the police, interested, as Fredric Jameson points out in his brilliant essay on
Raymond Chandler, more in the control of administration than in the pre-
vention of crime, is posed the intuitive brilliance of the detective: the optical
unconscious’s underdog, in the person of Dupin, Holmes, Marlowe, et al.
Los Angeles of course, was, the location of criminal spatial dissemina-
tion par excellence. As Jameson notes, it is Los Angeles, more than any other
city, that since the thirties has consistently anticipated the breakdown of class
and character-type division embedded in the more stratified cities of old Eu-
rope, a breakdown that is precisely the result of its spatial character—"a spread-
ing out horizontally, a flowing apart of the elements of the social structure.”?
The unstructured nature of the city and its society drives the detective into
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space, so to speak: no longer confined, like Dupin and Holmes, to the space of
his own mental analysis and problem solving—the intuitive rationalist, the
mathematician of chance—the Los Angeles detective “is propelled outwards
into the space of his world and obliged to move from one kind of social real-
ity to another incessantly, trying to find clues.”** Time and space become com-
mingled in a complex narrative in which the murder, to take an example at
random, is committed only at the end of the book, rendering it a “senseless ac-
cident” rather than, as classically the case, the ultimate object of the search.
Similarly, the objects that once formed a growing body of evidence, of clues
painstakingly collected, tabulated, and preserved, now are described and “col-
lected” for the sake not of the search but of a generalized sense of place, a nos-
talgia for products, often entirely incidental to the case at hand, representing
the author’s knowledge of the world he evokes and authenticating a picaresque
narrative for its own sake: “The author’s task is to make an inventory of these
objects, to demonstrate by the fullness of his catalogue, how completely he
knows his way around the world of machines and machine products, and it is
in this sense that Chandler’s descriptions of furniture, his description of wom-
ens’ clothing styles, will function: as a naming, a sign of expertise and know-
how.”'* These objects, then, have lost the fetish character of clues, and certainly
no longer carry the fetish character of their status as products, but instead gain,
in their generalized dissemination through the space of the novel, an over-
whelming aura of criminality per se, as if every beer bottle, cigarette, ashtray,
and car were invested with a potential seediness, as if even the spaces in which
they are set, the run-down motels, the nondescript bars, the diners, were carri-
ers of alow-grade criminal infection that has transformed the entire city into a
scene of perpetual and undifferentiated crime. Even the space of the law was
contaminated by such ubiquity of the lawless: a space that was to be identified,
as Chandler himself noted, with the precinct station—“beyond the green
lights of the precinct station you pass clear out of this world into a place be-
yond the law.”% For Chandler and Los Angeles in general, this place has passed
into the world itself.

As we have seen, Georges Bataille’s interest in gangland photos takes its inspi-
ration from this sense of the latent criminality of space. Bataille’s observations
on the gangster photo album were set in the context of his enquiry into archi-



tectural monumentality and the nature of public space in modern culture, an
investigation begun in the articles “Architecture,” “Espace,” and “Musée” in
Documents and continued, as Denis Hollier has demonstrated, throughout his
writings.'® Here Bataille began to explore that profound destabilization of the
realm of the monumental operated by the force of space itself and, more pre-
cisely, the psychological power of space considered as a fluid, boundary-
effacing, always displaced and displacing medium. In his brief article “Espace”
published in the first issue of Documents in 1930, Bataille characterizes space
as a “loutish” and errant child of philosophy, a breaker of protocol and an
offender against propriety, a “scallywag at odds with society.”'” Its most power-
ful distinguishing quality was its “discontinuity.”

A clue as to Bataille’s meaning may be gleaned from his first qualification
of the word “espace” as a “question des convenances.” “Convenance,” or suit-
ability, had always been a loaded term, in architecture especially, where it re-
ferred to the classical codes of appropriateness of a genre or an order to a
particular program—at its simplest, regulating the application of the orders
and constraining decoration to a rigid social hierarchy. But evidently the con-
venances of which Bataille speaks are very different from those of the classical
canon, or rather, even as they rely on former canons, they are conceived in or-
der to establish entirely new mixed genres and canons, not of social hierarchy
but of its dissolution; not of social propriety, but of its withering away; new
genres and canons, that is, of power and eroticism represented in space, pre-
cisely through the abilities of space itself to dissolve boundaries, as, that is,
transgressive by nature, breaking the boundaries of all conventions, social or
physical.

Rather than the dignified astronomical and geometrical entity imagined
by the philosophers, space was in fact a bad object—abject and ignoble in its
ubiquity, endlessly invading the protected realms of society and civilization
with the disruptive forces of nature. As the images illustrating Bataille’s article
demonstrate, space is for him a vehicle of masquerade (“it seems that an ape
dressed as a woman is no more than a division of space,” runs the caption to a
photograph of a chimpanzee dressed like a traditional maid, with shopping
basket, seated in a jungle setting). It is equally a ritual of sexual initiation
(“space . . . takes the form of an ignoble initiation rite”), or, alternatively, of
cannibalism (“space might become a fish swallowing another”). Finally, space
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would be the instrument that undermines the very foundations of legal soci-
ety. A fourth photograph, of the collapse of a prison in Columbus, Ohio, is
given a caption, drawn from the last paragraph of the article: “Obviously it will
never enter anybody’s head to lock the professors up in prison to teach them
what space is (the day, for example, the walls collapse before the bars of their
dungeons).”!® Space has thus not only confounded the geometers, but it has
demonstrated its disruptive power in the face of the most defended of institu-
tions, reducing, so to speak, the Benthamite panopticon, constructed accord-
ing to the laws of classical optics, to a formless heap of rubble. In this sense,
Bataille argues, space is “pure violence,” escaping time and geometry to affirm
its presence as the expression of the here-now, the instantaneous, the simulta-
neous, and, by extension, the event. Space would be not simply an agent of the
informe, a “formless” recently reconstrued by Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain
Bois as a key to the rereading of what they see as a continuously present coun-
tercurrent in the avant-garde art of the twentieth century, but also the virulent
and ubiquitous instrument of Bataille’s campaign against objecthood, on be-
half of the erosion of all conventional boundaries.'



Part Il



Home Alone

Vito Acconci's Public Realm

Public space is leaving home.

Vito Acconci

If utopian reconstruction was the preferred method of twenties modernism,
wholesale destruction the aim of postwar redevelopment, and nostalgic repeti-
tion the dream of postmodern aestheticism, then the present seems to be em-
bracing a combination of strategic planning and tactical incursion as a way of
intervening among the blighted remains of capitalism’s last cities. And while
the forms of this new procedure vary widely, from neosurrealist carnival to de-
constructive collapse, the sensibility is common: total rebuilding, total demo-
lition, or total revival are all blocked by the inertia of the “already built” and
the “institutionally confirmed.” Only a nomadic, fast-moving, small-scale, and
intrusive organism can operate in the interstices of what William Gibson, re-
turning for a moment from cyberspace, has called “Nighttown,”" in order to
transform its aging structures, not by radical change but by gradual mutation.
Here the biological analogy, long dormant in the realm of functionalist
thought, returns with all the force of the new biochemical science to charac-
terize the activities of transgressive designers: cyborgs are formed from the
forced union of natural and mechanical elements; parasites attach themselves
to existing structures; viruses invade apparently healthy cells.

The language of the new architectural form is deliberately derived from
the vocabulary of pandemic and plague, as if, following the tradition of urban
pathologies since the eighteenth century, the object were infected with the same
illness attacking the subject, the city fallen prey to the same epidemic as its
citizens. But the resulting strategy is radically different from the propaedeu-
tic urbanism invented to insulate and empower the nineteenth- and early
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twentieth-century middle classes. Now the disease is turned back, so to speak,
on the city, as a weapon in the hands of its carriers—those heirs of the so-called
“dangerous and laboring classes” that were once the objects of fascinated at-
tention and rigorous exclusion for planners and their civic clients. In the new
sites of domestic biological warfare, design strategies envision the triumph of
the homeless, of people with AIDS, of people of color, and of all those mar-
ginalized by gender or sexual preference, not through armed combat but
through spatial revolution.

For this newly embattled society, space no longer holds the utopian
promise of universalist modernism, nor the all-subsuming warmth of sixties
communitarianism. Space, rather, is considered to be an already occupied ter-
rain, a territory to be surveyed carefully, invaded silently, and with preparations
made for partial retreat. The new avant-garde is no longer a joyful proclaimer
of future technological or formal bliss; it is personified instead by the squatter,
the panhandler, the vagrant, the unwanted stranger. It was Georg Simmel who,
in the context of the huge population movements and urban invasions of the
turn-of-the-century metropolis, characterized the unsettling force of this
stranger who was not the “wanderer who comes today and goes tomorrow but
the person who comes today and stays tomorrow.” In a fundamental updating
of this characteristic, the squatter appropriates, the homeless refuses to move,
the vagabond ignores fixed boundaries, with all the powers of a “nomadology”
that, at last resort, hits and runs.

The results of this shift in tactics are architecturally demonstrated not
simply in stylistic shifts but in deliberate changes of scale, ranging from the de-
monumentalized to the dismantled. All pretense of a piecemeal utopia a la Karl
Popper (Colin Rowe), or a postmodern utopia of the fragment (Michael
Graves), is dropped; what is left is a shrapnel-like shard, a sharp-pointed splin-
ter, a remnant, a castoff, an irreducible piece of junk (Coop Himmelblau).
These are not left to lie where they fell in some dystopian wasteland of the edge
or the margin; they are honed into tools, weapons, and instruments of inser-
tion, opening rifts and faults in the apparently seamless fabric of the city to let
in its new inhabitants.

In the construction of this practice that transgresses all spatial bound-
aries, the traditional limits of art and architecture have been readily broken; a
treaty of mutual sustenance forged by the Beaux-Arts in the nineteenth cen-



tury has been arrogated in favor of mutual plunder. Thus an architect taking
his cue from the surrealist and Fluxus movements (Frank Gehry) will collabo-
rate with an artist taking his cue from the monumentalizing tradition of ar-
chitecture (Claes Oldenburg). Within art practice itself, the architectural
analogy—of structure, form, and landscape—common to the minimalist and
earthwork art of the fifties and sixties is dissolved into a general concern with
shelter (Krzysztof Wodiczko) and prosthetics (Elizabeth Diller and Ricardo
Scofidio).

In this context, the recent work of Vito Acconci takes on a paradigmatic
role. Over the last decades, in projects that range from the construction of
“furniture” to the design of entire public spaces, Acconci has deliberately chal-
lenged the traditional commonplaces of architecture, both in the construction of
domesticity and in the planning of the public realm. Starting with “construc-
tions” that register the nomadic life of postindustrialism—“instant house,” “mo-
bile home,” “trailer camp,” and even “umbrella city” (1980-1982)—and moving
through a range of domestically scaled objects—"storage unit,” “overstuffed
chair,” “curned tables” (1984-1987)—Acconci has systematically taken apart the
house and home of the American dream, finally arriving at the construct of the
Bad Dream House (1984, 1988). Acconci’s bad dream is indeed a nightmare, at
least to those who would invest the house with all the values of home. Against
the proponents of family values settled firmly in Ralph Lauren cottages, Acconci,
long before Murphy Brown, decided to leave home. Or rather, to turn his expe-
rience of “home alone” to advantage. Gradually working outward from his
body—the only shelter on which he could rely—Acconci developed the instru-
ments of survival through a process of undressing and flaying, of appropriation
and renaming,.

Thus, projects like those for the Adjustable Wall Bra or the Clam Shelrer
(1990) stand as the metonymic devices of a reflection on the fundamentals of
shelter. Here Acconci plays on the gamut of “original” shelters proposed as the
basis for architecture since the “primitive hut” of Vitruvius. But rather than se-
riously inventing a new typology, Acconci prefers to create tropes—architec-
ture as clothing, architecture as natural enclosure—that operate on the poetic
edge of architectural belief. These constructions, in turn, are instantly removed
from the genre of mere illustration by their insertion into that most sacred
of architectural domains, use. For they are not only analogical forms; they
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12. Vito Acconci,
Adjustable Wall Bra,
1990.




literally operate on two levels, that of the installation and that of the usable ob-
ject. Further, both the Adjustable Wall Bra and the Clam Shelter work within an
already critical tradition of counterarchitectural practice; they refer, that is, to
the surrealist proposition (André Breton versus Le Corbusier) that architecture
should return to an intrauterine state far removed from its rationalistic, tech-
nologically determined modern condition. The concept of uterine architec-
ture, developed by Tzara in the thirties and illustrated by Matta, referred to the
cave and the tent as potential sources of reformulation, as against the con-
structed models of huts and temples long treasured by the classical and mod-
ernist traditions, from the abbé Laugier to Le Corbusier. Acconci, shifting
ground, transposes the notion of origins literally to the metonymic forms of
bra and shell, revealing architecture as a play of partial objects standing in, so
to speak, for their lost originals—breast and uterus—but at the same time re-
versing their original signification by making the container stand for the con-
tained. Sitting in or covered by the bra, the subject becomes breast; sitting
under or crawling into clam shell, the subject is put in the position of clam. In
neither case can we be certain of the seriousness of the proposal; in neither case
can we reject it as outside the bounds of the architectural discourse. In neither
case, finally, because of the manifestly temporary, experimental, and open-
ended nature of the installation, does it fall into the category of a caricatural
play on architecture—a problem faced by many critical statements made by ar-
chitects in architecture over the last twenty years. The “I(r)onic Columns” of
Charles Moore and Robert Venturi, ubiquitously scattered from the Piazza
d’Italia in New Orleans to the Oberlin Art Gallery, might be faintly amusing
when first viewed, but their status as jokes is eroded by their unrepeatability. By
contrast, the malleability and transmutability of the bra-clam combos ensures
a range of possible contexts and significations that is, in architectural terms at
least, virtually inexhaustible. Similarly, Acconci’s fluorescent furniture projects
of 1992 propose the double reading of furniture at once transformed through
light (Dan Flavins you can sit and sleep in) and readily utilized, as already pre-
figured in the Multi-beds of 1991.

In the same way, Acconci’s play on the spatial relations of shelter, with ob-
vious political resonance in the context of contemporary homelessness, avoids
the positivism of projects, like those of Krzysztof Wodiczko, that attempt at
once to ironize and to solve the homeless problem. Acconci, taking up the theme
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of mass-produced mobile housing advanced in the twenties by those who would
have turned aircraft and tank production to peacetime uses, invents a more am-
biguous kind of shelter: one that is both a city of mobile homes and a display
of mobile life. Once within his Mobile Linear City that pulls out from the rear
of aflatbed truck, with all the practical affect of a technological solution, the in-
habitant is framed by a series of increasingly small “housing units,” each per-
forming a different function, from living to dining to sleeping, until the end unit
with its services is reached. But the project is more than a comment on the func-
tional divisions of mass housing; it is also a carefully constructed theatrical
presentation of the “house” as a kind of anthropological exposition of the
everyday. The resulting spectacle, reminiscent of Guy Debord’s polemical
analysis of the televisual “spectacle de la maison” in the late 1950s, is produced
deliberately by a witty inversion of private and public space that forces a space—
closed up until used—to be opened up to the outside once in use.

At the larger scale of the public institution, Acconci likewise follows the
subversive path, first sketched by Georges Bataille, that sees the architectural
monument as a literal crystallization of power and cultural accretion; as an al-
most geological phenomenon. From the simple institutional critique repre-
sented by the State Supreme Court Lawn project, Carson City, 1989, where a
half-sized replica of the court building is buried in the ground in order to offer
the new roof as a kind of “people’s court,” to the North Carolina Revenue
Building, Raleigh, 1991, which is turned into an island by cutting a moat
around it and inserting a slanting mirror beneath it so that it seems to float, all
the verities of institutional stability are put into question. This recurring theme
of reversal and submersion, which brings roofs, so to speak, down to earth, is
repeated in the housing scheme for Regensburg (1990), where the pyramidal
roofs are literally “put into people’s hands.”

On another level, Acconci works to disturb the clarity of the forms that
endowed each institutional type with legibility among the gamut of types that
constituted the surveillance society. The project for Las Vegas City Hall, for ex-
ample, deliberately presents a double and monstrous reading of a city hall as
church by means of a giant cross placed against, but peeling away from, its end
wall, reflecting the signs of the casinos. Here the doubling of the building in a
critical form is supplanted by a doubling of the reading that announces the city

hall as a church, and this in turn as a casino.



This questioning of the limits of the program and its representation is
taken to further extremes in the school projects. In the Longview School,
Phoenix (1990), Acconci constructs a “school outside the school,” as if the re-
sult of an explosion whereby the pieces of the original school were scattered,
tilted, turned over. Such a literal deconstruction of the school, where elements
of existing buildings are dismembered and dismantled—as if the kit of archi-
tectural parts carefully assembled by the typologically sophisticated architects
of the seventies was now taken by an unruly child and scattered on the floor—
is more than a caricature of subversive overturning, however. Each element is
given a new and public use as it comes to rest outside the institution it appar-
ently destroys. As Acconci writes, “The function of publicart is to de-design.”

Here the landform itself is brought into play as an active agent of the al-
most carnivalesque overturing of the school. In the Longview design, as well as
in the Lafontaine Avenue School in the Bronx (1990), the ground rises up as if
in a post-quake wave threatening to swallow up the constructions placed so
confidently on its surface. Nothing is stable in Acconci’s world; underneath the
ground, which is no more than a quagmire, there are forces always ready to rise
up, swallow up, and submerge what is above ground, to the extent that the very
certainties of “above” and “below” are put into doubt.

Extending the traditional aesthetic notion of “landscape,” Acconci then
expands his architectural criticism to the wider public spaces themselves; Autry
Park, Houston (1990), constructs a seesaw out of the land, whereby the
ground, in Acconci’s metaphor, pivots around its own center, the resulting
forms, thrust up as if by geological pressure, establishing new public spaces,
seating possibilities, and boundaries. At times, this land movement absorbs the
surrounding architecture in such a way as to render architecture and landscape
indistinguishable. These themes are brought together in the recent project for
the Square Jules Bocquet, in Amiens, France (1992). Here, the square is treated
like an outdoor room, but the enclosing walls of the square, far from forming
a static and comforting boundary to the place, repeat en abyme from the pe-
riphery to the center. What Acconci calls “ghost facades” fill the square, some-
times tilting progressively to form seats, or scaled to form accentuated
perspective: “The ground,” Acconci writes, “acquires the face of the building.”

Each of the projects has, then, a clear political agenda, both within
architecture and in society; they propose a continuous, ebullient and witty
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questioning of everyday life in buildings and spaces. Their reversals and inver-
sions, their sexual and bodily innuendoes play with the unbreakable tension be-
tween bodies and objects, ourselves and the ground on which we walk. In the
process, Acconci has succeeded in transforming the rules of the architectural
game, and, for those architects and urban designers who would look and listen,
has proposed strategies to study in tackling the blasted quarters of Los Angeles,
Chicago, or New York. Further, he has extended the very lenses with which we
look at our spaces, domestic and urban, private and public, investing them and
their containers with diabolical life so that we can no longer see any comfort-
ing distinctions between buildings, spaces, and the public art that decorates
them. “Public art,” he writes, “builds up, like a wart, on a building.” It is in the
interstices of such rhizogenic growths that the homeless, the conspiratorial,
the until-now forgotten might shelter, meet, and even live.



Full House

Rachel Whiteread's Postdomestic Casts

As we have seen, the notion of architecture as comprised of “space,” rather
than of built elements like walls and columns, is a relatively modern one; it first
emerged with any force at the end of the nineteenth century as a result of Ger-
man psychological theories of Raum—one thinks of Schmarsow, Lipps, and
their art historical followers WélfHlin, Riegl, Frankl, et al. Space, indeed, be-
came one of the watchwords of modernist architecture from Adolf Loos to Le
Corbusier and Frank Lloyd Wright, rapidly emerging as a primary critical term
for the definition of what was “modern.” Space, more even than function, be-
came a limit term for modernity, not least for its connection with time both be-
fore and after Einstein. Space moved; it was fluid, open, filled with air and light;
its very presence was a remedy for the impacted environments of the old city:
the modern carrier of the Enlightenment image of hygiene and liberty. For
most modernist architects, space was universal, and was intended to flood both
public and private realms equally. Space in these terms, at least after Frank
Lloyd Wright, was even politically charged; the Italian critic Bruno Zevi argued
insistently after the Second World War that Wrightian space was synonymous
with democratic space, as against a previous and undemocratic “Fascist” inat-
tention to space.

With hindsight, the specific kinds of politics embedded in the idea of
modernist space have inevitably become more ambiguous, as the trumpeted
beneficence of modern architecture and its attendant “space” for contemporary
living has all too clearly demonstrated its shortcomings, and as the alliances
of modernist architects and unsavory patrons in the thirties have been revealed
by historians. But the notion that space itself is good has hardly been erased
from our mental vocabularies. This might well be a result of what one might
call space’s historical pedigree. As a product of theories of psychological
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13. Rachel Whiteread,
House, 1993-1994.

extension—either of projection or introjection—space naturally and early on
became a cure for the twin phobias of late nineteenth-century urbanism,
agoraphobia and claustrophobia. To open up the city would, in Le Corbusier’s
terms, and in much post-CIAM rhetoric, rid it of all closed, dirty, dangerous,
and unhealthy corners; and, in the absence of dramatic contrast between open
and closed spaces, would rid metropolitan populations of any spatial anxiety

they might have felt in the first wave of urbanization.

Perhaps the residue of this attitude partly accounted for the virulence of
London County Council attacks on Rachel Whiteread’s House. This cast of the
interior space of a soon-to-be demolished terrace house was accused of stand-
ing in the way of slum clearance, of blocking the planting of healthy greenery,
of making a monument to an unhealthy and claustrophobic past. On another
level, that of the “house,” the simple act of filling in space, of closing what was
once open, would naturally counter the received wisdom of a century of plan-
ning dogma that gpen is better if not absolutely good. The “house” of Rachel
Whiteread was on the surface a clear enough statement, and one carefully exe-
cuted with all the material attention paid by a sculptor to the casting of a com-



plicated figure piece. But seldom has an event of this kind—acknowledged as
temporary, and supported by the artistic community—evoked so vituperative
a reaction in the popular press. It was as if we had been transported back in time
to the moment when Duchamp signed the Fountain. Since its unveiling,
Whiteread’s house has been portrayed in cartoons, and in the critical press, with
varying degrees of allegory and irony, even its supporters resorting to punning
headlines—on the order of “the house that Rachel built,” “home work,”
“house calls,” “a concrete idea,” “the house that Rachel unbuilt,” “home
truths,” “no house room to art.”

But from another viewpoint Whiteread’s House, far from undermining
modernism’s spatial ideology, reinforces it, and on its own terms. For, since the
development of Gestalt psychology, space has been subject to all the intellectual
and experiential reversals involved in the identification of figure and ground, as
well as the inevitable ambiguities between the two that were characteristic, as crit-
ics from Alois Riegl to Colin Rowe have pointed out, of modernism itself. Thus
many modernists have employed figure/ground reversals to demonstrate the very
palpability of space. The Italian architect Luigi Moretti even constructed plaster
models in the 1950s to illustrate what he saw as the history of different spatial
types in architecture. These models were cast, as it were, as the solids of what in
reality were spatial voids; the spaces of compositions such as Hadrian’s Villa were
illustrated as sequences of solids as if space had suddenly been revealed as dense
and impenetrable.! Architectural schools from the late 1930s on have employed
similar methods to teach “space”—the art of the impalpable—by means of pal-
pable models. By this method, it was thought, all historical architecture might be
reduced to the essential characteristics of space, and pernicious “styles” of his-
toricism might be dissolved in the flux of abstraction.

In these terms, Whiteread’s House simply takes its place in this tradition,
recognizable to architects, if not to artists or the general public, as a didactic il-
lustration of nineteenth-century domestic “space.” To an architect, whether
trained in modernism or its “brutalist” offshoots, her work takes on the aspect
of a full-scale model, a three-dimensional exercise in spatial dynamics and sta-
tics. A not accidental side result of this exercise is the transformation of the
nineteenth-century realist house into an abstract composition; Whiteread has
effectively built a model of a house that resembles a number of paradigmatic
modern houses, from Wright to Loos, from Rudolph Schindler to Paul Rudolph.
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In this sense her House would arouse the ire of the entire postmodern and tra-
ditionalist movement in Britain and elsewhere, dedicated to the notion that
“abstraction” equals “eyesore.”

Buct it seems also true that this project touched another nerve entirely, one
not dissociated from those we have mentioned but more generally shared out-
side the architectural and artistic community, and deeply embedded in the “do-
mestic” character of the intervention. Whiteread touched, and according to
some commentators mutilated, the house, by necessity the archetypal space of
homeliness. Article after article referred to the silencing of the past life of the
house, the traces of former patterns of life now rendered dead but preserved, as
it were, in concrete if not in aspic. To a cultural historian, this commentary, pro
and con, was strangely reminiscent of the accounts of the discovery, excavation,
and subsequent exhibiting of Herculaneum and Pompeii. These disinterred
cities, which had been preserved precisely because they had been filled up like
molds by lava and ashes, seemed, when excavated, to have been alive only shortly
before, their inhabitants caught by the disaster in grotesque postures of surprise
as they went about their daily work. Much travel and fantasy literature of the
nineteenth century circled around this point: the life-in-suspension represented
by the mummified traces of everyday existence. A cartoon of the Whiteread
House by Kipper Williams fed on just this fear, that of being trapped inside a
space filled so violently, the space and air evacuated around a still-living body.

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers and literary critics, from
E. T. A. Hoffmann to Henry James, subsumed this horror of domestic inter-
ment/disinterment in the popular genre and theory of the uncanny, a genre of-
ten evoked in the discussion of Whiteread’s project. This characterization would
have it that the very traces of life extinguished, of death stalking through the
center of life, of the “unhomeliness” of filled space contrasted with the former
homeliness of lived space (to use the terminology of the phenomenologist-
psychologist Eugéne Minkowski) raised the specter of demonic or magical forces,
at the very least inspiring speculation as to the permanence of architecture, at
most threatening all cherished ideals of domestic harmony—the “children who
once played on the doorstep” variety of nostalgia so prevalentamong Whiteread’s
critics. Robin Whales cartoon of the negative impression of Whiteread’s “cast”
body in the wall of House echoes this sensibility; unwittingly it stems from a line
of observations on the uncanny effects of impressions of body parts beginning



with Chateaubriand’s horrified vision of the cast breast of a young woman at
Pompeii: “Death, like a sculptor, has molded his victim,” he noted.

Added to this was what many writers saw as the disturbing qualities of
the “blank” windows in the House; this might again be traced back to roman-
tic tropes of blocked vision, the evil eye, and the uncanny effect of mirrors that
cease to reflect the self; Hoffmann and Victor Hugo, in particular, delighted in
stories of boarded-up houses whose secrets might only be imagined. The aban-
doned hulk of Whiteread’s House holds much in common with that empty
house on Guernsey so compelling for Hugo’s fantasies of secret history in Les
travailleurs de la mer.

Psychoanalysis, however, and especially since the publication of Freud’s
celebrated article on “The Uncanny” in 1919, has complicated such romantic
reactions by linking the uncanny to the more complex and hidden forces of
sexual drives, death wishes, and Oedipal fantasies. Taking off from the difficult
formulation hazarded by Schelling in the 1830s that the uncanny was “some-
thing that ought to have remained secret and hidden but which has come to
light,” Freud linked this sensation to experiences of a primal type—such as the
primal scene witnessed by Little Hans—that had been suppressed only to show
themselves unexpectedly in other moments and guises. Joined to such primary
reactions, the causes of uncanny feelings included, for Freud, the nostalgia that
was tied to the impossible desire to return to the womb, the fear of dead things
coming alive, the fragmentation of things that seemed all too like bodies for
comfort. Here we might recognize themes that arose in some of the responses
to House, including the literal impossibility of entering into the house itself, as
well as the possibility that its closed form held unaccounted secrets and horrors.
In psychoanalytical terms, Whiteread’s project seems to follow the lead of
Dada and surrealism in their exploration of “unhomely” houses precisely for
their sexual and mental shock effect: the “intrauterine” houses imagined by
Tristan Tzara, the soluble habitations delineated by Dalf, the “soft” houses of
Matta offer ready examples, against which in post-avant-garde terms the House
seems to pose itself as a decidedly non-uterine space, a non-soft environment.
As critics have noted, Whiteread’s notion of “art” as temporary act or event
similarly takes its cue from Dada precedents.

But Freud’s analysis seems lacking precisely when confronted with terms
that imply a non—object based uncanny—an uncanny generated by space
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rather than its contents. Freud, despite a late recognition that space might be
less universal than Kant had claimed, remained singularly impervious to spa-
tial questions, and it was left to phenomenologists from Minkowski to Bins-
wanger to recognize that space itself might be psychologically determined and
thereby to be read as a symptom, if not an instrument, of trauma and neuro-
sis. Tellingly, Minkowski writes of “black” or “dark” space, that space which,
despite all loss of vision—in the dark or blindfolded—a subject might still pal-
pably feel: the space of bodily and sensorial if not intellectual existence. It is
such a space that Whiteread constructed, a blindingly suffocating space that,
rather than receiving its contents with comfort, expelled them like a breath.

And it was this final reversal that seems in retrospect to have been most
pointed. For what was the modern house, if not the cherished retreat from
agoraphobia—that “housewife’s disease” so common in suburbia, and so gen-
dered from its first conception in the 1870s? Thrust so unceremoniously into
the void, the domestic subject no longer finds a shell, clinging, as if to Géri-
cault’s raft, to the external surface of an uninhabitable and absolute claustro-
phobic object, forced to circulate around the edges of a once womblike space.
Therein lay an origin of the uncanny feelings that arose when such desires, long
repressed, suddenly reemerged in unexpected forms. In Whiteread’s world,
where even the illusion of return “home” is refused, the uncanny itself is ban-
ished. No longer can the fundamental terrors of exclusion and banishment, of
homelessness and alienation, be ameliorated by their aestheticization in horror
stories and psychoanalytic family romances; with all doors to the unbeimlich
firmly closed, the domestic subject is finally out in the cold forever.

And if House constitutes itself asa memory trace of former occupation and
a traditional notion of dwelling, her most recent project, the winning entry for a
Holocaust Memorial on the Judenplatz in Vienna (1998), takes this to a public
conclusion. This project has been described by critic David Thistlewood as “a
closed windowless double-cube of a building with a flat roof, and beneath a plain
parapet what would appear from a distance to be vertically striated concrete
walls,” which on closer in