
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	
        
            
            Penguin Books
        

        
            The New Penguin Freud
General Editor: Adam Phillips
        

        
            On Murder, Mourning and Melancholia
        

        Sigmund Freud was born in 1856 in Moravia; between the ages of four
            and eighty-two his home was in Vienna: in 1938 Hitler’s invasion of Austria
            forced him to seek asylum in London, where he died in the following year. His career
            began with several years of brilliant work on the anatomy and physiology of the nervous
            system. He was almost thirty when, after a period of study under Charcot in Paris, his
            interests first turned to psychology; and after ten years of clinical work in Vienna (at
            first in collaboration with Breuer, an older colleague) he invented what was to become
            psychoanalysis. This began simply as a method of treating neurotic patients through
            talking, but it quickly grew into an accumulation of knowledge about the workings of the
            mind in general. Freud was thus able to demonstrate the development of the sexual
            instinct in childhood and, largely on the basis of an examination of dreams, arrived at
            his fundamental discovery of the unconscious forces that influence our everyday thoughts
            and actions. Freud’s life was uneventful, but his ideas have shaped not only
            many specialist disciplines, but also the whole intellectual climate of the twentieth
            century.

        Shaun Whiteside was educated at the Royal School, Dungannon and
            King’s College, Cambridge, where he graduated with a First in Modern
            Languages. He has translated many works of fiction and non-fiction from French, German,
            Italian and Dutch, and his translation of Lilian Faschinger’s novel
                Magdalena the Sinner won the Schlegel-Tieck Prize in 1997. His translations
            of Nietzsche, Schnitzler and Musil have been published by Penguin.

        Maud Ellmann is currently Donald and Marilyn Keough
            Professor of Irish Studies at the University of Notre Dame, and formerly Reader in
            Modern Literature at the University of Cambridge, where she was also Fellow in English
            at King’s College. Her books include The Poetics of Impersonality: T. S.
                Eliot and Ezra Pound, The Hunger Artists: Starving, Writing, and
                Imprisonment, and a Longman Reader in Psychoanalytic Literary
                Criticism. Her most recent book, Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the
                Page, won the British Academy’s Rose Mary Crawshay Prize in 2004.

        Adam Phillips was formerly Principal Child Psychotherapist at Charing
            Cross Hospital in London. He is the author of several books on psychoanalysis including
                On Kissing, Tickling and Being Bored, Darwin’s Worms, Promises
            and Houdini’s Box.

        SIGMUND FREUD

        
            
            On Murder, Mourning and Melancholia
        

        
            Translated by Shaun Whiteside
with an Introduction by Maud Ellmann
        

        
            [image: image]
        

        PENGUIN BOOKS

        Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London
                WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street,
            New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road,
            Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
Penguin Group Canada, 90 Eglinton Avenue East,
            Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3
Penguin Ireland, 25 St
            Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books
            Ltd)
Penguin Books India (Pvt) Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi
            – 110 017, India
Penguin Group (NZ), cnr Airborne and Rosedale Roads,
            Albany, Auckland 1310, New Zealand
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24
            Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg, 2196, South Africa

        Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R
                0RL, England

        
                www.penguin.com
            
Totem und Tabu, Parts I – II first published in 1913 in
                Imago, 1 (I), 17–33; (3). 213–27; (4),
            301–33.
Parts III–IV first published in 1913 in Imago,
            2 (I), 1–21; (4), 357–408. (First published under the title
            ‘Über einige Übereinstimmungen im Seelenleben der Wilden und
            der Neurotiker’.)
Zeitgemässes Über Krieg und
                Tod first published in 1915 in Imago, 4 (I), 1–21
Trauer und
                Melancholie first published in 1917 in Int. Z. ärztl.
                Psychoanal. 4 (6), 288–301
Warum Krieg? first published
            in 1933 (Paris: Internationales Institut für Geistige Zusammenarbeit
            (Volkerbund))

        This translation published in Penguin Classics 2005

        6

        Sigmund Freud’s German texts collected in Gesammelte
                Werke (1940–52) copyright © Imago
Publishing Co., Ltd,
            London, 1940, 1946, 1950
Translation and editorial matter copyright © Shaun
            Whiteside, 2005
Introduction copyright © Maud Ellmann, 2005

        All rights reserved

        The moral right of the translator and the author of the Introduction
            has been asserted

        Except in the United States of America, this book is sold
            subject
to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be
            lent,
re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the
            publisher’s
prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that
            in
which it is published and without a similar condition including
            this
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

        
        ISBN: 978-0-14-191551-7

        
            
            
            Contents
        

        
            
                Introduction by Maud Ellmann
            
        

        
            
                Translator’s Preface
            
        

        
            
                Totem and Taboo. Some correspondences between the psychical lives of savages and
                    neurotics
            
        

        
            
                Timely Reflections on War and Death
            
        

        
            
                Transience
            
        

        
            
                Mourning and Melancholia
            
        

        
            
                Why War?
            
        

        
            
                Letter to Romain Rolland (A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis)
            
        

    
Introduction
Bad Timing

Murder, mourning, melancholia: this alliterative trio encapsulates Freud’s story of the human race, from the murder of the primal father to the penitential melancholy of modernity. Missing, however, from this murmurous miscellany of Ms is the word ‘mother’ – a symptomatic omission, for the mother is conspicuously missing from Freud’s reconstruction of prehistory. Another three Ms – the Marx Brothers – try to guess a missing M-word in the movie Love Happy (1950). Harpo outlines hourglasses in the air, and Chico guesses ‘mother’, but Harpo makes vigorous gestures of negation. After several failed attempts to mime the word, Harpo grabs Chico by the cheeks, squeezing his mouth into a figure-eight so that the word ‘mother’ comes out as ‘murder’. Freud, on the other hand, finds ‘mother’ harder to pronounce than ‘murder’, judging by the mother’s absence from his works. Symbolically, he murders her with silence.


Better to murder than to marry the mother, if the prohibition of incest is the fundamental law of human culture, as Freud affirms in ‘Totem and Taboo’. It has often been remarked that Sophocles’s Oedipus finds the crime of incest with his mother much more horrifying than the murder of his father. In Freud, a similar aversion to his own incestuous desires may have caused him to suppress the mother and exaggerate the father’s importance to psychic development. Amalia Freud, his beautiful young mother, much closer to his age than Jacob Freud, his all too conquerable father, mysteriously disappears from Freud’s mythologies of self and world.

In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Freud observes a little boy (his grandson Ernst) miming his mother’s comings-and-goings by hurling a spool into his curtained crib, crowing ‘o-o-o-o’ with sadistic satisfaction, and then retrieving it with a joyful ‘da’. ‘Da’ means ‘there’ in German; Freud interprets the contrasting syllable as ‘fort’, meaning ‘gone’, and argues that the child plays the fort/da game to gain illusory control over his mother’s presences and absences. Freud should know, since he himself plays fort/da with the figure of the mother in his works, throwing her away to pull her back in new disguises, a process that resembles the return of the repressed in dreams. By missing out the mother, Freud assumes control of missing her, making his own erasure the cause of her defection.

In Elizabeth Bowen’s novel The House in Paris, the child Leopold begins to love his long-lost mother when she misses her reunion with him, for this is how he learns that she is something other than the creature of his thought. ‘So she lived outside himself; she was alive truly. She set up that opposition that is love.’1 In Freudian theory, likewise, every child has to miss the mother; the father has a prior claim on the maternal body, that first home to which no exile returns. This loss is the origin of love, with all its martial music of murder, mourning and melancholia.

Freud’s essays in the present volume investigate how humankind responds to loss, particularly through disturbances of memory – amnesia, déjà vu, compulsive repetition – disturbances in which the losses of the past irrupt into the present, mining consciousness with gaps and intermittencies. In ‘Totem and Taboo’ (1913), Freud argues that the totem arises in the place of the primal father, doubly lost through parricide and subsequent amnesia, while the taboo against incest ensures that the mother remains lost to the child. ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917) examines the refusal of loss, in which the lost love-object is ‘incorporated’ in the ego in defiance of its death or disappearance. The late essay ‘A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis’ analyses Freud’s momentary loss of presence to himself, when unconscious piety for his lost father – who never got so far as the Acropolis – ‘de-realizes’ the monument before his eyes. Finally, Freud’s essays on war ask the question why the human race inflicts loss on itself, specifically the incalculable losses of world war – a question that finally leaves Freud lost for words.

But it is love, rather than loss, which is customarily regarded as the dominant theme, not to say obsession, of psychoanalysis – love in its most luridly erotic form. Freud’s wife Martha regarded her husband’s newfound science as ‘pornography’, and many commentators have endorsed her verdict.2 In the ‘Circe’ episode of Ulysses, Joyce depicts the unconscious as a red-light district, and Freud’s analyses suggest a similar conception of the netherworld of dreams. Time and again Freud strips dreams of their ingenious disguises to reveal their lascivious intents. By reminding us of the monotony of our desires, even more than their obscenity, Freud continues to be irksome in an age when sex is on show everywhere; we don’t like to be told that we have feet of clay, much less that we have one-track minds.

Nor do we like to be reminded that sexual repression persists in modern life, long after Victorian hang-ups have supposedly dissolved. If sexual intercourse began in 1963, as Philip Larkin has it, sexual repression was never far behind. In spite of the vaunted openness towards sexuality today, the taboo against incest has recently intensified, especially in Britain and the United States, where the embargo now encompasses all intergenerational sex. Current hysteria about child abuse might have altered Freud’s view in ‘Totem and Taboo’ that the fear of incest is stronger among ‘savages’ than moderns, although it would confirm his view that the desire to transgress increases in proportion to the strictness of the ban. Thus the media today eroticizes adolescent bodies on the one hand, while ranting against paedophiles on the other, demonstrating that such impulses go hand in hand, the prohibition merely whetting the appetite for the prohibited. This is why Freud disapproves of disapproval.

Psychoanalysis contends that sexual impulses, debarred from direct expression, resurface wherever they can find an opening; by the same token, sexual repression reasserts itself wherever it can find a lid. What is remarkable about Freud’s work is the insight that impulse and repression are complicit rather than opposed. Law is not the antithesis of violence, Freud argues in ‘Why War?’ – on the contrary, law is violence. At the level of the state, it is the presidents, the armies, the police who are the terrorists: legal violence is deadlier, if sometimes less spectacular, than lawless violence. At the level of the psyche, the superego is the stern face of the id, disguising its sadistic jouissance as moral rectitude.

This analogy between the superego and the superstructure of the state persists throughout Freud’s thought, and belongs to his conviction that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny. In other words, the evolution of the species repeats itself in the development of every mind; a proposition previously urged by Darwin, who claimed that ‘every human brain passes in the course of its development through the same stages as those occurring in the lower vertebrate animals’.3 In Freud’s account of psychic evolution, each individual struggles with the impulse to possess the mother and destroy all rivals for her love; each renounces those desires under threat of punishment, gambling on secondary satisfactions, much as the bourgeois sacrifices short-term gain for long-term profit. At the world-historical level, Freud conceives of the social order as the psyche inside out, an external version of the inner workings of the mind. The cycle of incest, murder and mourning, which takes place in the unconscious fantasies of every infant, literally took place in the infancy of humankind.

But the word ‘murder’ must be taken in the widest sense, for every death is treated as suspicious in the unconscious: a superstitious world where no one dies by accident, but only by malevolent design. When our loved ones die, it is because we wanted them to disappear – a wish can kill. According to Freud, this fear of the omnipotence of wishes represents a reversion to a primitive belief in magic.4 But Freud himself indulges in a form of magical thinking in ‘Totem and Taboo’, when he argues that the wish to kill the father actually came true in the prehistory of the human species. ‘In the beginning was the deed,’ he concludes resoundingly. This is what Nietzsche might have called the error of mistaking the last for the first: Freud posits a beginning on the basis of the end, inferring the initial murder from its melancholy aftermath.

Such logical inversions typify Freud’s thought, particularly in his speculations about murder. D. H. Lawrence once remarked that it takes two people to make a murder, a murderer and a murderee, but Freud insists that these agents are reversible. In his reflections on war, he interprets global slaughter as the outer image of the war of faculties within the mind. In ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ he argues that the self-destructive feelings of the melancholic are disguised attacks against a lost love-object, so that suicide is murder by proxy. These works therefore depend upon a logical somersault, arguably a logical mistake, yet also demonstrate the creativity of such inversions. As Joyce says of Shakespeare, ‘A man of genius makes no mistakes. His errors are volitional and are the portals of discovery.’5

Freud’s works are also meditations on untimeliness. To borrow the words of Hamlet – probably the most famous melancholic in the West – ‘the time is out of joint’ in psychic life. Trauma, for example, arises from the time lag between experience and understanding; the psyche is permanently scarred when the event arrives too soon, the sense too late. ‘We had the experience but missed the meaning,’ T. S. Eliot writes in Four Quartets: in trauma, this missing meaning functions like a scratch on a broken record, forcing the psyche to repeat the shattering experience ad infinitum. This preoccupation with disturbances of memory attracted Freud to evolutionary anthropology, which investigated the persistence of the past in human cultures. Edwin R. Wallace has pointed out that Freud was never far from anthropology, literally in the sense that he surrounded himself with his collection of antiquities, culled from ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome.6 In his consulting room, preserved in the Freud Museum in Hampstead, every surface bristles with figurines – even his writing desk, where these incurious dolls must have watched over the birth-pangs of psychoanalysis. In 1938, when the ailing Freud left Vienna for London ‘to die in freedom’, his collection amounted to two thousand artefacts, and he felt almost as anxious for their safety as his own.7 Much to his relief, the Nazis permitted the antiquities to leave with Freud, possibly because there were no Jewish artefacts in the collection, but probably because they lacked much retail value. Although Freud claimed to have made sacrifices for his collection, a modest income and six children kept his passion for acquisition within bounds.8

Throughout his writings, Freud makes a point of likening psychoanalysis to archaeology, comparing the psyche to a buried city and his own procedures to the excavation of a ruined site, though it is striking that he never mentions his antiquities in this connection. If Freud’s unconscious is a red-light district, it bears more resemblance to the erotica of Pompeii than to Joyce’s ‘Nighttown’. Indeed, one of Freud’s rare excursions into literary criticism considers Wilhelm Jensen’s archaeological novel Gradiva (1903), subtitled ‘A Pompeian Fantasy’, in which the excavation of Pompeian relics corresponds to the revival of childhood love.9 But Pompeii is a dead city, wiped out at a single stroke, which therefore lacks the anachronistic character of the unconscious. To convey the sense of past and present crushed together, Freud had to change the metaphor to Rome, a living city where ‘the earlier phases of development continue to exist alongside the latest one’.10 The same applies to the unconscious, where relics of the past sabotage the innovations of the present, like lead pipes in a hasty DIY conversion.

In a letter to Stefan Zweig of 1931, Freud claims to have read more anthropology than psychology, an exaggeration true to his enthusiasm, the intensity of which suggests nostalgia for a missed vocation.11 He told Sandor Ferenczi in 1922 that fondling his dolls aroused ‘strange secret yearnings… for a life of quite another kind: wishes from childhood never to be fulfilled and not adapted to reality’.12 These strange secret yearnings may have contributed to Freud’s disturbance of memory on the Acropolis, his sense of being split into observer and observed, the psychoanalyst ‘amazed’ by the amazement of the archaeologist. In his library in London, which consists only of the books the Nazis permitted him to take, works of anthropology comprise one fifth of the collection. Included are the evolutionary anthropologists, discovered by Freud in his student years, who anticipated his concern with the persistence of ‘survivals’. Itself a survival from biology, the term ‘survival’ had been previously coined by Darwin, a figure idolized by Freud for his fearless iconoclasm in the name of science. Darwin employed the term to describe the resurgence of primeval traits within the present. Species do not progress in a straight line from the primitive to the sophisticated; instead, survivals of earlier forms of life persist in later periods of evolution, such as the vestigial wings of flightless birds, or the human appendix, which causes as much trouble in the body as encysted memories in the neurotic mind.

Freud also would have come across the term ‘survivals’ in the works of Edward Burnett Tylor, the famous evolutionary anthropologist who used it to refer to archaic practices in human culture. ‘An idea, the meaning of which has perished… may continue to exist, simply because it has existed,’ Tylor wrote.13 Such ideas, emptied of meaning, whose preservation cannot be explained, obtrude in advanced stages of civilization, testifying to the survival of the unfit – the inappropriate, impractical, impertinent – in the midst of the survival of the fittest. In the same way, Freud argues, shards of the forgotten past resurface in neurotic symptoms like fragments of necrotic bone. Incidentally, another evolutionary thinker, Karl Marx, adopted the doctrine of survivals in his theory that ideologies necessarily outlive their economic usefulness, creating faultlines of anachronism that precipitate the seismic convulsions of society.

In Freud’s account of mental development, sex and death are the anachronisms that disrupt the psyche’s linear progression to maturity, necessitating the compulsive repetition of the past. For humankind cannot bear very much reality, especially when reality takes them by storm. In Freud, realities that matter always strike too early: sex before the infant understands the language of desire, death before the ego is ready to let go of the beloved. Survivals of these premature events lodge themselves in the unconscious, demanding re-enactment in the form of symptoms and phantasmagoria. Because of these precocious shocks, the psyche is condemned to be forever out of synch with daily life, absorbed in the unfinished business of the past.

In this sense it is Hamlet’s inability to act on time, even more than any putative incestuous and parricidal fantasies, that makes him the archetypal psychoanalytic subject. Freud saw Hamlet as a modern Oedipus, whose inhibitions demonstrate the ‘secular advance of repression in the emotional life of mankind’; for Hamlet’s desires have gone underground, emerging only in the things he cannot do, rather than the things he does.14 But these inhibitions also put his timing out of joint. While King Hamlet was murdered too soon, cut off in the blossoms of his sin before he was prepared for death, Prince Hamlet is condemned to act too rashly or too late, as if action were inherently unpunctual. Gertrude attributes Hamlet’s melancholia not only to his father’s premature death, but also to her own ‘o’erhasty marriage’. It seems that Hamlet’s weapon against haste is tardiness; if the time was underripe for murder and marriage, the time is overripe for his revenge.

In Hamlet, the murder of the father occurs in the prehistory of the play, unwitnessed and unverifiable. Yet this event, which never literally takes place or time, is re-enacted time and again: in the dumbshow and the mousetrap, in Hamlet’s accidental slaying of Polonius, and in the carnage that completes the tragedy. Similarly, Freud argues that the primal parricide took place long before the origins of history, but this forgotten crime continues to disturb the collective memory of humankind, demanding re-enactment in the form of religious and obsessive ceremonials. A murder, he writes in ‘Moses and Monotheism’, is easy to commit, but hard to hide: ‘the difficulty is not in perpetrating the deed, but in getting rid of its traces’.15 In ‘Totem and Taboo’, Freud pursues these traces back to their origins in shame and gore. Once upon a time, he speculates, a band of brothers murdered the father and devoured him, taking possession of his wives. But each brother wanted all the women to himself, so they soon started killing one another, and their new regime degenerated into chaos. Realizing that nobody could win this battle of all against all, the brothers ultimately renounced the women they desired, instituting the law against incest. At the same time, they installed a totem in the father’s place, a sacred animal, which signified the prohibition of sexual relations among members of the totem clan. The totem feast, in which the sacred animal is sacrificed and eaten, represents a repetition of the founding parricide.

But Freud would not be Freud if he attributed the social contract merely to political expediency. Instead, he argues that civilization and its discontents externalize the struggle between psychic agencies, resulting in a kind of mystery play in which the forces of temptation and chastisement materialize in flesh and stone. At the root of the vicissitudes of history is ambivalence: ‘the tumultuous band of brothers was governed by the same contradictory emotions towards their father which we can show to be the content of the ambivalence of the father-complex in all present-day children and neurotics,’ Freud declares. The brothers loved their father, even though they also hated him, but they could not have their father and eat him too. Once they had devoured him, satisfying their hatred and their desire for identification with him, the affection they had overcome was bound to re-emerge, although too late to undo the murder that occurred too early. As in Hamlet, bad timing was the source of the catastrophe, which could have been staved off by the punctual return of filial devotion; instead, the brothers murdered in haste and regretted at leisure. A sense of guilt took possession of the human race: ‘the dead man now became stronger than the living man had been,’ exacting a ‘deferred obedience’ – much as Hamlet’s father comes back from the grave to impose his dread commandment on his son.

Ever since this original sin, the descendants of the murdered father suffer the remorse without understanding the nature of their crime. Moreover, they find themselves compelled to re-enact both crime and punishment in the form of religious rituals, which Freud perceives as the collective version of obsessive handwashing. Such rituals also represent the traces of the immemorial event, imprinted on the psyche and passed down through the generations – a theory Freud adapts from Lamarck’s account of evolution, whereby species inherit the acquired characteristics of their ancestors. For Freud, the most intriguing ritual of re-enactment is the totem feast, which survives in the Communion service of the Christian Church. Here the supplicant devours the dead god in order to identify with him, but also to destroy him through the process of incorporation. As Freud observes in Mass Psychology and the Analysis of the ‘I’, ‘the object that we long for and prize is assimilated by eating and is in that way annihilated as such’. Thus the deity is slain again but also propitiated in the rite, restored to life in the bodies of his own devourers.

Freud is aware that the details of his enthralling myth of origins are scarcely plausible: the ‘hypothesis may appear fantastic,’ he admits. An early reviewer described it as a ‘just-so story’, a joke that Freud found witty enough not to resent. ‘The man is good, he is only deficient in phantasy,’ Freud remarked to Ernest Jones. No one could accuse Freud of this deficiency after reading ‘Totem and Taboo’.16 Although subsequent anthropological research cast doubt on Freud’s sources, which included Darwin’s notion of the primal horde and W. Robertson Smith’s theory of totemism, Freud never recanted his grandiose conclusion: ‘In the beginning was the deed.’ Yet the fact that this plangent phrase derives from Goethe’s Faust adds an element of irony to the assertion, for Faust, like Hamlet, makes considerable efforts to avoid the deed, preferring spectacle to action.
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If Freud’s theory of the primal parricide collapses at the level of historical fact, it shows remarkable resilience in the realm of fiction. In Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897), for instance, Dracula assumes the role of the father who possesses all the women.17 A brotherhood of youths is formed to overthrow the father, and the battle for his women actually takes place within the female body: Dracula sucks blood out of a dozing virgin, while her suitors pump their own back in again, in a series of transfusions conducted with fearless disregard to blood-type. Freud speculates that the original band of brothers was united not only by parricidal and incestuous impulses, but also by homosexual desire. The same could be said of Stoker’s vampire-hunters, who use the female body as a receptacle for a homoerotic exchange of bodily fluids. Instead of enjoying the father’s women, the brothers tacitly consent to celibacy, and heterosexual intercourse takes place only in a gory ritual designed to ward it off, in which each of the young men takes turns to drive a stake through the vampirella’s heart. This episode confirms Freud’s principle that ritual is ostensibly a protection against the prohibited act, but actually a repetition of it. The same principle applies to modern obsessives: ‘it is a law that… compulsive actions are placed increasingly at the service of the drive, and come ever closer to the originally forbidden acts.’ Thus the young men in Dracula ostensibly refrain from sexual relations with the father’s bride, yet actually perform a gang-rape in the form of an impalement. The happy ending is one in which a boy-child is born, bearing the names of all the brotherhood, and establishing the hero as the patriarch. The threat of unrestrained copulation, embodied in the vampirella, is literally staked down, the stake representing the restored paternal phallus.


The heist movie also exemplifies the logic of ‘Totem and Taboo’. Take Jules Dassin’s Rififi chez les hommes (1955), translated (badly) as Brawl among the Men, in which a band of brothers tunnels into the maternal body of the jewellery store Mappin and Webb – a pun for English-speaking viewers on the intricacies of the crime, for Freudians on the ensnaring powers of the mother’s body. Penetration is portrayed in loving detail: first the crooks slip into the proprietor’s flat above the shop, using a key struck from a mould inserted in his keyhole; then in an extended silent pantomime, they dig a hole through the floor above the jewels. A hymeneal handkerchief, placed over the hole, flutters in a draught, indicating that the diggers have got through. At this point an umbrella, carefully inserted through the aperture, unfurls to create a bowl or diaphragm to catch the chisel-dust. In a comically suggestive shot, four male heads gaze down into the enticing hole before the burglars shimmy through the chute. Just in case the analogy between the treasure and the female body might be missed, one of the crooks proclaims that there is no safe that can resist César the Milanesi, the famous safebreaker, and no woman that César can resist. In fact it is César’s weakness for women that precipitates the downfall of the gang, when he gives a stolen ring to the sexy songstress of the theme tune ‘Rififi’ (slang for sex or ‘rough-and-tumble’), thus breaking faith with ‘rififi chez les hommes’.

In this movie, the primal father is not killed, but a series of paternal substitutes is overthrown: the absent jeweller is outwitted, the concierge’s husband is knocked out, along with a policeman who pops up inopportunely. As for the primal mother, she makes her first appearance armed with a vacuum cleaner, a comic contrast to the male umbrella, but in this movie both organs serve the same purpose – gathering dust. The mother predicts that all the crooks will kill each other for the jewels, just as the brothers in ‘Totem and Taboo’ kill each other for the women. In Rififi, the mother’s prophecy comes true, for the gang self-destructs through greed, much as Freud’s band of brothers self-destructs through lust. And just as Dracula concludes with the birth of a boy-child, so Rififi concludes with the survival of the son. The movie ends with a terrifying car-drive, literally a death-drive in which the driver dies at the moment of restoring the heir-apparent to his mother. Thus the band of brothers is vacuumed away, leaving a lone male from the untainted younger generation to accede to the position of the patriarch.

A heist depends for its success on perfect timing: ‘we’ve timed it at least twenty times,’ one burglar boasts. In the heist movie, on the other hand, the time is always slightly out of joint; the best-laid plots are scrambled by the unexpected. The narcissistic fantasy that reality can be controlled by plots is shattered by the crude intrusion of the actual: the policeman, the accidental passer-by. In ‘Totem and Taboo’, bad timing also undermines the brothers’ plot, preventing them from reaping the rewards of their revenge, because their love resurfaces too late, after the rash and bloody deed is irreversible. Thus the contradiction between love and hate manifests itself as temporal disjunction, producing a stutter between opposite emotions that coincide in space but not in time. This is reminiscent of an anecdote, related to me by Robert Dolan, a forensic psychiatrist, who interviewed a woman who had killed her father. After initial denials she admitted to the murder, but when Dolan asked her why she had committed it, she replied, ‘He was beginning to annoy me.’ The primal parricide was also a preemptive strike, unmindful of the consequences of ambivalence.

For today’s readers, what is hardest to take in ‘Totem and Taboo’ is Freud’s blithe confidence in the superiority of Western culture. Like James G. Frazer, whose encyclopaedic study of mythology, The Golden Bough (1890–1915), is plundered in ‘Totem and Taboo’, Freud would have shuddered at the thought of field work; both writers assume that the ‘primitive’ mind can be investigated at a safe distance in space and time. Both also believe that the current state of the ignoble savage corresponds to an archaic stage of Western evolution; a belief reflected in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), where the barbarity of Kurtz, the ideologue of imperialism, is diagnosed as a regression to the ‘primitive’. Yet Conrad’s ambiguous title also hints that the heart of darkness resides within the Western soul, implying that the myth of the Dark Continent is a projection of the savagery of modernity. A similar paradox emerges in ‘Totem and Taboo’: on the one hand, Freud pours scorn on ‘savages’, casting ridiculous aspersions on their practices, such as the unsubstantiated claim that ‘savages eat apart and alone’; yet on the other hand, he undercuts his own chauvinism by insisting on the psychic unity of humankind. In his theory of neurosis, the primitive is implicated in the over-civilized. Like the nerve-specialists of his day, Freud attributed neurosis to the stress of modern urban civilization, but whereas others held that the city, with its haste and bustle, its excessive stimulation of the mind, its democratic politics and emancipated women, was responsible for modern nervousness, Freud imputed the disorder to excessive sexual restriction. Under this pressure, he contended, atavistic practices and superstitions re-emerge, privatized as neurotic symptoms and obsessive rituals.

Melancholia is another malady in which the civilized and atavistic coincide. As Peter Gay has pointed out, the nineteenth century was ‘an age of Hamlets’, in which the so-called ‘English malady’ of melancholia spread across the European continent. Not only did young men suffer the sorrows of young Werther, but confessed them with a frankness bordering on exhibitionism.18 One of the puzzles of this ‘disorder of self-esteem’, in Freud’s view, is the shamelessness with which the melancholic castigates his failings, often with uncanny perspicacity. If anything, the melancholic shows a keener awareness of his character than ‘normal’ people are capable of exercising on themselves. As Freud observes:



we can only wonder why one must become ill in order to have access to such truth. For there can be no doubt that anyone who has reached such an assessment of himself, and expresses it to others – an assessment like that which Prince Hamlet has ready for himself and everyone else – is sick, whether he is telling the truth or treating himself more or less unjustly. (p. 206)

To loathe yourself is crazy, especially if you do it loudly, no matter how loathsome you really are.

Oscar Wilde remarked that ‘Schopenhauer has analysed the pessimism that characterizes modern thought, but Hamlet invented it. The world has become sad because a puppet was once melancholy.’19 Freud also looks to Hamlet as the archetype of melancholia, treating his patients as sad imitations of Shakespeare’s self-lacerating puppet. Just as Hamlet lashes himself with ‘words, words, words’, so the modern melancholic talks, talks, talks about the futility of talking, with all the vigour mortis of a chatterbox in Beckett. As Freud observes:

the melancholic does not behave just as someone contrite with remorse and self-reproach would normally do. The shame before others that characterizes the latter state is missing, or at least not conspicuously present. In the melancholic one might almost stress the opposite trait of an insistent talkativeness, taking satisfaction from self-exposure – (p. 207)

like a guest on the Oprah Winfrey show. But this exhibitionism betrays the fact that the melancholic isn’t really sorry. Not only are his self-inflicted torments ‘indubitably pleasurable’, but they are meant for someone else, because instead of showing shame or contrition for his worthlessness, the melancholic acts as if he had been wronged. The analyst who listens closely to these plaints ‘[Klagen]’ can overhear complaints ‘[Anklagen]’ against another person, whom the melancholic loves too much to murder. If ‘all men kill the thing they love’ (in the words of Wilde’s ‘Ballad of Reading Gaol’), in melancholia the killing of the thing is carried out upon the self, sometimes to the point of suicide. Thus ‘the woman who loudly pities her husband for being bound to such a useless woman is actually seeking to accuse her husband of uselessness’. In every case, Freud argues, attacks against the ego turn out to be attacks against the other, which has usurped the position of the self. In Freud’s spine-chilling Gothic formulation, ‘the shadow of the object [falls] over the ego’.

This is where atavism comes into the picture. According to Freud, the melancholic regresses from object-love to identification, a primitive relation to the object corresponding to the oral or ‘cannibalistic’ phase of psychic development. In fantasy, the love-object is eaten in order to imprison it within the self, thus overcoming its propensity to die, defect or disappear. ‘It is by taking flight into the ego that love escapes abolition.’ Yet the object, once incorporated, preys upon the subject in return until the latter is ‘totally impoverished’. Thus the ego, like a healthy savage, gobbles up the object in one gulp, but the object behaves like the stealthy vampires of the fin de siècle, substituting nightly sucking for the cannibal’s almighty bolt. According to Freud’s principle that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny, these cannibalistic fantasies hark back to a primitive stage of human evolution, when people really ate each other, as ‘savages’ still do – though it is hard to see how they could eat alone when they have people for dinner.

A fictional version of this melancholy cannibalism may be found in Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987). In the prehistory of the novel, Sethe murdered her beloved daughter to save her from a life of slavery, but this nameless child comes back from the grave to batten on her mother’s house. As Freud says of the murdered father, the dead girl becomes stronger than the living girl had been, exacting a ‘deferred obedience’. A wraith on her arrival, Beloved soon grows fat, feasting on the energies of those who mourn her.

Anything she wanted she got… The best chair, the biggest piece, the prettiest plate, the brightest ribbon for her hair, and the more she took, the more Sethe began to talk, explain, describe how much she had suffered, been through, for her children, waving away flies in grape arbours, crawling on her knees to a lean-to.20

As Beloved flourishes, her family starves: it is clear that she is eating them alive. She takes over her mother’s personality – just as the lost object takes over the ego in ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ – dressing in her clothes, laughing her laugh, walking her walk. This phase of identification, however, is followed by arguments in which mother and daughter start to separate. Their battles dramatize the internal struggle of melancholia, in which the ego attacks itself as a stand-in for the beloved object. The fact that Sethe begins to talk is also reminiscent of the wordiness of melancholia, a process in which each libidinal investment in the object is gradually talked away. In Freud’s words, ‘each individual battle of ambivalence loosens the fixation of the libido upon the object by devaluing, disparaging and, so to speak, killing it’. In this ‘piecemeal’ labour of detachment, ‘now this, now that memory is activated, [so] that the identical-sounding laments, tiresome in their monotony, have a different unconscious explanation each time’.

In Morrison’s novel, however, Sethe’s talking only seems to make Beloved fatter, and eventually the whole community has to unite to exorcize the ghostly cannibal. Once freed from their enslavement to the lost object, they forget the revenant ‘like an unpleasant dream’, just as they forget the history of slavery that she brought home to them. Like the primal parricide in Freud, ‘this is not a story to pass on’; a collective amnesia descends upon the past. ‘Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost because no one is looking for her, and even if they were, how can they call her if they don’t know her name?’21 In order to be lost the object must be looked for; it is the seeking that establishes its absence. In Graham Greene’s The End of the Affair, by contrast, the widower feels oppressed by the omnipresence of his wife, because he doesn’t know how to begin to look for her. He explains: ‘Because she’s always away, she’s never away. You see, she’s never anywhere else. She’s not having lunch with anybody, she’s not at a cinema with you. There’s nowhere for her to be but at home.’22 To miss the love-object is to hold it in the mind, but also to make it go away. For this reason, the only way that the bereaved can get rid of the beloved is by looking for her, calling her by name.

Art is the means by which we lose the object in order to call it back in a new form: thus in Poe’s ‘The Oval Portrait’, the painting is complete only when the sitter dies, her vital force absorbed into the artefact. As Schiller laments in his poem ‘The Greek Gods’: ‘that which shall live immortal in song/Must perish in life’. The art of architecture is thought to have originated in the funerary monument, which serves the double purpose of preserving the lost object and killing it a second time, with culture rather than with nature. The ghost is a similar ‘compromise-formation’: Freud proposes that our ancestors invented ghosts when they accepted the reality of death, yet also disavowed its permanence by asserting that the dead return. Today’s world may seem ghost-free, but melancholia rejects this vivacentric outlook, for the melancholic is possessed by the lost object, in the same way that the ‘savage’ is supposedly possessed by demons. Freud belongs to an Enlightenment tradition of ghost-busters, committed to driving the demons from our streets. Toni Morrison, on the contrary, intimates that disbelief in ghosts is tantamount to murder of the past.

[image: image]

In his ‘Timely Reflections on War and Death’, published in 1915, Freud moves closer to Morrison’s position. Should we not admit, he wonders, that we have been ‘living psychologically beyond our means with our civilized attitude to death’? Is it time to let the ghosts back in again? Would we kill less if we feared the retribution of the dead? Freud considers the claim that primeval man was forced to start thinking when confronted with the intellectual mystery of death, which became the origin of all speculation. However, Freud rejects this theory as ‘too philosophical’: it was not death as such, he urges, but the ambivalence of the survivor, loving and hating the dead object, which drove our primeval ancestors to think. And the first things they thought about were ghosts: ‘It was by the corpse of the beloved that [primitive people] invented spirits’. Yet because they felt guilty for the satisfaction that was mixed up with their sorrow for the dead, the first spirits they created were ‘fearful, evil demons’.


Thus death is the source of invention, as well as the origin of ghosts, yet it is only through the invention of the ghost that the reality of death can be acknowledged. By getting rid of ghosts, ‘civilized man’ has lost his grasp of the reality they represent. For this reason Freud speculates: ‘If the furious struggle of this war is ever resolved, each of the victorious combatants will return cheerfully home to his wife and children, unchecked and undisturbed by thoughts of the enemies whom he has killed either in close combat or with long-distance weapons.’ Death has lost its sting because the ghosts have been dispelled, so that the modern soldier has forgotten how to think. Here Freud is wrong – veterans still find themselves condemned to think, and in the case of recent wars like Vietnam, to think for everyone who doesn’t want to know.

‘Why War?’ (1933) – Freud’s famous exchange with Einstein on the eve of the Second World War – begins by saying there is nothing more to say. Not only has Einstein already said it all, taking the wind out of his sails, but Freud’s reply is laboured and apologetic, as if he were struggling against a will to silence.23 If death makes people think, death on the scale of the Second World War seems to drive Freud to despair of thought. Both his diagnoses and his remedies are lame and offered with a sense of resignation: he attributes war to instinctual aggression, blaming the death-drive for death, a near tautology which (as he admits) smacks of the ‘mythological’. In some ways, Freud’s reluctance to speak in this essay is more eloquent than what he manages to say: he seems to be moving towards Wittgenstein’s verdict that ‘what we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence’.24 Freud once admitted that the mysteries of art defeated the explanatory powers of psychoanalysis: ‘Before the problem of the creative artist analysis must, alas, lay down its arms.’25 In ‘Why War?’ Freud’s reticence suggests that before the problem of arms analysis must, alas, lay down its words. In the modern age, murder, mourning and melancholia have grown and multiplied so monstrously that theory proves inadequate at best, or barbarous at worst.

Adorno famously remarked that to write poetry after Auschwitz was barbaric, although he later recanted this prescription for despair. Freud, on the other hand, suggests that art can teach us to respect reality, just as ghosts teach us to respect the dead. There are many ghosts in Freud’s own writing that he tries to overcome without success, especially the absent mother – although she creeps in the back door in ‘Totem and Taboo’, when Freud goes to inordinate lengths to dispel the suggestion that a ‘savage’ could possibly fancy his mother-in-law. Curiously, Freud’s biography reveals that he fell in love with his first girlfriend, Gisela Fluss, in an unconscious effort to deepen his intimacy with her mother, who was clearly a stand-in for his own.26

Luce Irigaray has argued that ‘the whole of our culture in the west depends upon the murder of the mother’ – not the father.27 In Greek mythology, for instance, Orestes murders his (murderous) mother, leading to the triumph of Apollo and the banishment of the earth-goddesses. The mother also disappears in Christianity, although she comes back with a vengeance in the cult of Mariolatry; none the less, the Christian Trinity is thought to be the only Holy Family in mythology without a mother-goddess. In this bizarre all-male family of Father, Son and Holy Ghost, the mother goddess is not exactly murdered but demoted to a mortal woman who merely incubates the father’s fecundating breath, so that God, with a little help from the Holy Ghost, can take full credit for the act of procreation. According to Irigaray, Freud also murders the mother by suppressing her in favour of the father, leaving woman in a state of ‘dereliction’, homeless in mythology. If this is true, then one could argue that Freud’s theory of the primal parricide functions as a smokescreen, distracting his and our attention from the murderous obliteration of the mother.

T. S. Eliot famously accuses Hamlet of artistic failure because the mother is too insignificant to justify the histrionics of her son. The implication is that Shakespeare should have killed off Hamlet’s mother. Ernest Jones, however, sees Hamlet as a matricidal rather than a patriarchal tragedy, closer to the Oresteia than to Oedipus. Gertrude herself takes this view when Hamlet bursts into her closet, speaking daggers, and the father’s ghost is forced to show up in his nightshirt to protect her from the prince’s misdirected vengeance. ‘When a man who has been betrayed is emotionally moved to murder, whom should he kill, the rival lover or the lady? It is a nice question,’ Jones comments slyly.28 It is a question Freud resolved by ‘keeping mum’, in every sense, protecting the mother’s image from his own iconoclasm by embalming it in silence. What looks like murder by omission also represents an act of piety.

In any case, the mother is not dead enough in Freud to prevent her resuscitation by his followers, notably by Melanie Klein, who recasts psychoanalysis with the mother in the central role. Nor is Freud dead enough to appease our culture, which often loudly disavows its debts to psychoanalysis. Freud did himself no favours with social scientists by inventing the fable of the primal murder, and sticking to it in defiance of hard facts. Yet even at his most preposterous, Freud continues to be wiser than we like to recognize; untimely survivals of his insights haunt our movies, literature and dreams, refusing to be buried in forgetfulness or scorn.

Freud is not yet through with us.



Maud Ellmann, 2005
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