
 

Bell - Issue Two - Colloquy

The Unconscious Texts: Elfriede Jelinek's Die Klavierspielerin [1]

Richard L. Bell

Elfriede Jelinek's novel Die Klavierspielerin (1983) describes a segment in the life of a piano-teacher,
Erika Kohut, who, having failed to succeed as a concert pianist, teaches at the conservatory. Erika still
lives at home under the domination of her mother, who forbids Erika from engaging in relationships.
Erika's forms of sexual release are either voyeuristic or sado-masochistic. The novel focuses on a time in
her life during which she attempts to develop a relationship with a student. It is an attempt which fails,
leaving Erika in the same position she was at the start of the novel.

Die Klavierspielerin contains many themes and motifs which provoke a psychoanalytic reading, yet
surprisingly few critics have chosen to examine it in this light. Such a reading is prompted not only by the
presence of themes such as sexuality, desire, the body, the self, the gaze; but also by the form of the
novel. The novel has some peculiar structural aspects, which have seemingly gone hitherto unnoticed. In
the first part of the novel there are four clearly separated texts, which are stylistically quite unlike those of
the rest of the novel, although the themes are similar. I have designated these 'unconscious texts', for
they seem to conform to the characteristics of, and the rules governing, constructions of the
unconscious.

Some critics have discerned these characteristics, without seeing the need to attribute them to the
unconscious. One of the stylistic characteristics which has been discerned, without being related to
psychoanalytic theory, is Jelinek's use of metaphor and unrealistic allegories to make the organic
inorganic (Blanken 1994:615). Marian-Regina Kecht is certainly correct in describing Jelinek's writing as a
"stark, colourful, at times vulgar language full of eccentric and bright metaphors," (1989:361-2) but she
shies away from relating such a use of language to the unconscious. These stylistic characteristics are
something on which I will concentrate, as they are also characteristic of the language of the
unconscious.

To deem these texts 'unconscious' is to imply that they are manifestations of the unconscious, thus
raising the questions: what sort of manifestations, and of whose unconscious? This is not a question
which can be answered immediately, if at all. Kecht claims that the novel confronts us with Erika's
neuroses (361), and I believe that here she is closer to a more fundamental truth than perhaps she
realises.

Elizabeth Wright presents one of the best readings of Die Klavierspielerin, in which she notes that the
text appears to invite a psychoanalytic reading, but subsequently proves resistant (1991:184). She is
aware that while the manifest level of the text not only invites, but indeed provokes a psychoanalytic
reaction, it resists attempts at closure. Wright proposes that a psychoanalytic reading of the novel should
draw on theories which stress that at the level of lived experience there is something unrepresentable
which remains, "and which does not necessarily appear solely in pathological symptoms" (187). The
question of representability is of central concern in this analysis, for this unrepresentable is both
represented, and thematised, in the novel, but not strictly within the unconscious texts. While the
unconscious responsible for the production of the unconscious texts could be sought in one of the
characters, Wright suggests that:

The unconscious of the text might then be sought at the level of the textual body rather than
at the level of its individual figures. For just as physical bodies exhibit symptoms of
civilisation's discontents, so do textual bodies. A reading of the textual body can work at a
greater level of generality than a case-history reading, for it can show that the unconscious is
irrepressible even in a text which plots the capture of the subject in the symbolic - the 'music
teacher' (184).

I can only concur with Wright, and my objective in this paper will be to reveal this unconscious of the text
and to elucidate its relations with the rest of the narrative.



LANGUAGE AND THE UNCONSCIOUS

The conception of the unconscious with which I shall be working is more or less the Freudian one
proposed by Jacques Lacan, that: "the unconscious is structured like a language" (1979:20).

While this has become somewhat of a catchphrase for Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, it is nowhere
near as simple as it might appear. In his postscript to "The Unconscious: a Psychoanalytic Study", Jean
Laplanche stresses that the unconscious is not structured by, with, or for, but is structured like a
language (1972:177). Laplanche stresses the flip side to the formula, that rather than the Unconscious
being determined by language, it is the condition of language (178). So, in this regard, any discussion of
"language" of the unconscious, dreams, or psychosis should always be regarded as taking place within
inverted commas.

Before going further into the composition of this 'unconscious language', I would like to outline what will
be taken to be contained under this rubric. Laplanche considers the following types of "languages"
aberrant and primary:"the language of the Unconscious, schizophrenic language, poetic language, and
Ö 'language in a reduced state'" (178). These are the sorts of languages which I consider broadly as
'unconscious.' For Laplanche, the "language" of the unconscious,

if it does indeed possess the essential characteristic of being a circulation of Vorstellungen
[representations], is comparable only to that vertiginous layer of language which certain poets
occasionally allow us to glimpse (177).

I believe that this is the language which is approached in the unconscious texts. It is not the language in
which the unconscious texts take place, but it is occasionally thematised within the unconscious texts. I
don't believe that we apprehend such a language directly, because the unconscious texts must always
be considered as already being secondary manifestations of the unconscious. The exact nature of the
origin of these manifestations will become clearer in due course.

Although the link between poetic language and that of the unconscious is specifically marked, few have
chosen to travel down this path. One who comes close is Yasmin Hoffmann, who refrains from
designating the language in Jelinek's texts as schizophrenic only on the grounds that the work has
pathological connotations (1991:51). Just as Wright notes the text's resistance to a psychoanalytic
reading, Hoffmann discerns this characteristic without analysing its role in the novel, or the implications
thereof. I believe a brief examination of the phenomena broadly known as unconscious languages will
better enable us to grasp the significance of this characteristic, as well as that of other structural
peculiarities.

COMPOSITION OF UNCONSCIOUS LANGUAGES

Let us now consider what elements might compose a language of the unconscious. Such a language is
composed of "words" that are elements drawn from the Imaginary, the order of images, and promoted to
the dignity of signifiers (Laplanche & Leclaire 1972:150).

At the level of unconscious language, there are only images, serving simultaneously and
inseparably as signifier and signified. In a sense, it may be said that the unconscious chain is
pure meaning, but one can say as well that it is pure signifier, pure non-meaning, or open to
all meanings (161).

They remain images, in which there is no distinction between the signifier and the signified, where the
signifying image refers to nothing but itself as signified (162-3). These images are simultaneously open
as well as closed to every attempt at signification (163). This is in accordance with one of the
fundamental characteristics of the unconscious: the absence of negation and of mutual contradiction.

So although the unconscious texts are presented verbally, they do not take place in such a language.
The language in which they take place is primarily imaginal. Freud noted in The Interpretation of Dreams
that dreams typically take place in images, as such a form is most favourable for the processes of
condensation and for avoiding censorship.[2] However, the inherent ambiguity of words makes them
equally ideal for escaping censorship in dreams:

If one ambiguous word is used instead of two unambiguous words the result is misleading;



and if our everyday, sober method of expression is replaced by a pictorial one, our
understanding is brought to a halt, particularly since a dream never tells us whether its
elements are to be interpreted literally or in a figurative sense or whether they are to be
connected with the material of the dream-thoughts directly or through the intermediary of
some interpolated phraseology.[3]

These are some of the problems with which we are faced in trying to analyse the unconscious texts of
Die Klavierspielerin. The unconscious texts must be considered to take place imaginally, and perhaps
also in this language of ambiguity. The unconscious texts are already rendered into language in the
novel, making them tertiary manifestations, which are forced to conform to linguistic structures; the
consequence of which is that they do not conform to narrative conventions, but to the laws of the
unconscious.

Other characteristics of the unconscious which it may prove beneficial to consider in the analysis of these
unconscious texts are: timelessness, condensation, displacement, and the replacement of external by
psychical reality.[4] Metonymy or displacement is vital for the construction of the unconscious texts, as

Technically, metonymy is precisely the figure that emphasises the connection between one
signifier and another, thus sustaining the whole elementary mechanism of language, which
dreams exploit without limit (Laplanche & Leclaire 1972:177).

As a result of metonymy, one signifier disappears in order to make way for another. This is a process of
repression. [5] We should bear this in mind, as it may provide a clue to the appearance of the
unconscious texts within the novel. If they are the return of the repressed, then they would already be
secondary manifestations of the unconscious.[6]

SACHVORSTELLUNGEN AND WORTVORSTELLUNGEN

As early as The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), Freud had noted that the unconscious handles words as
if they were things.[7] This concept is refined in his 'A Metapsychological Supplement to the Theory of
Dreams', where he draws an important distinction: while in schizophrenia it is the words themselves
which are subjected to the primary processes, in dreams it is not the words, "but the thing-presentations
to which the words have been taken back."[8] According to Freud, the unconscious representation is that
of things alone [Sachvorstellungen ], the conscious representation that of words [Wortvorstellungen ].
The language of psychosis corresponds to the language of the primary process, in that

what differentiates this language from others is what makes it less of a language than they,
for it treats words not as words, but as things, or as images in a dream (Laplanche & Leclaire
1972:151).

We can see these laws at work in the construction of the unconscious texts. It is not a language which is
entirely that of the unconscious, but which shares much of its characteristic grammar.

The relation between literal and figurative language within the unconscious texts can be seen in the fact
that wherever metaphors occur, they frequently turn out to be concrete - they have come to life. While
many see the novel as playing on two levels, a real and a metaphorical, I contend, in accordance with
Freud's early comments on the role of words in dreams, that in the unconscious texts, metaphors work in
both these ways, and we are not given an indication as to how to take them.

This characteristic is one of the most consistent across the four unconscious texts in Jelinek's novel. It
varies in strength according to the tone and subject of the text, but nevertheless occurs in each. Each
unconscious text is quite different from the rest, but nonetheless remains recognisable by the presence
(in varying degrees) of these characteristics. It should not surprise us that the characteristics of the
language of the unconscious texts should vary between examples just as perception in dreams varies
between the fleeting and indistinct grasp of images and those which are perceived in a detail greater
than ever experienced in reality. [9]

The other consideration which we must give to metaphor is its psychic role as condensation. Lacan
defines this role as



the implantation, into a chain of signifiers, of another signifier, by dint of which the one it
replaces falls to the rank of signified, and, as latent signifier, perpetuates the interval onto
which another chain of signifiers can be grafted (cited. Leplance & Leclaire 1972:156).

This is a phenomenon which Freud had discussed in relation to the use of words in schizophrenia in his
paper 'The Unconscious,' where he states that they

are subjected to the same processes as that which makes the dream-images out of latent
dream-thoughts - to what we have called the primary psychical process. They undergo
condensation, and by means of displacement transfer their cathexis to one another in their
entirety. The process may go so far that a single word, if it is specially suitable on account of
its numerous connections, takes over the representation of a whole train of thought. [10]

This process of condensation can be seen at various points in the texts. For example, in the third
unconscious text, "A telephone rings. Someone picks up. Someone laughs. Someone says something"
(Jelinek 1988:58[1983:59]). There is far more taking place at the latent level of the unconscious text, that
is, in the unconscious to which this text belongs, than is contained in these phrases. Here we come up
against the problem of the unconscious text as a tertiary manifestation. By including it in a narrative, the
restrictions of ordinary language are forced upon the text and result in structures like these. We can
proceed no further with our analysis of condensation as the massive overdeterminations belong to the
originating unconscious, which we are unable to access.

TEMPORALITY

Any consideration of temporality is inevitably complex when discussing manifestations of the
unconscious. Here we must remain aware that we are dealing with a secondary (and also tertiary)
manifestation. In order to consider this we must bear in mind that in a narrative things are by necessity
ordered sequentially, and that it is almost impossible to truly represent simultaneity. That said, I believe
that we can see just such a thing occurring in the first unconscious text in exactly the way that Freud
suggests it would in dreams. In Die Traumdeutung, he suggests that a simultaneity in time represents a
logical connection, while a causal connection may be related by a dependent clause in a dream.[11]
However,

In the great majority of cases, it must be confessed, the causal relation is not represented at
all but is lost in the confusion of elements which inevitably occurs in the process of
dreaming.[12]

Indeed, in the first unconscious text in Jelinek's Die Klavierspielerin we can see such a relation, although
it seems difficult to determine what the causal connection might be. It takes place primarily on a tram,
and veers wildly from the general to the specific, and from the tram out (or across) to other events,
following seemingly random chains of association, and returning without time having passed:

A whole batch of ratty workers, on the verge of retirement, with tool bags on their shoulders,
shove and kick their way out of the carriage. They're deliberately walking to the next stop!
When a ram disturbs the peace and quiet among all the sheep in the car, then you
desperately need fresh air, and you find it outside. If you're going to chew out your wife at
home, you have to have oxygen; otherwise you may not be up to chewing her out. Something
with a vague colour and shape starts swaying, slips along; someone screams as if stabbed. A
thick, steamy mist of Viennese venom rolls across this public meadow. Someone even calls
for an executioner because his evening has been ruined prematurely. My, but they're furious.
Their evening relaxation, which should have begun twenty minutes ago, has not set in. Or
else it has been abruptly cut off, like the colourfully printed package of the victim's life (with
instructions), which he cannot put back on the shelf. (He cannot simply reach
inconspicuously for a new, intact package; otherwise the salesgirl would have him arrested for
shoplifting. Follow me quietly! But the door leads, or seems to lead into the manager's office
is a phony door, and there are no announcements of weekly specials on the windows of the
brand-new supermarket. There is nothing, absolutely nothing, only darkness. And the
customer plunges into a bottomless pit.) Someone says in the officialese that is customary in
public vehicles here: You are to vacate this trolley car without further delay. A tuft of chamois



hair grows rankly from a cranium; the man is disguised as a hunter (1988:17-18).[13]

Note that this all takes place in the present. The English translator, Joachim Neugroschel, has, it seems
to me, taken some liberties with the text, by placing the entire supermarket-shoplifting excursion into
parentheses. To do so alters the tone of the text irrevocably. Indeed, this is precisely my point: it does
not exist as a parenthesis, but with equal validity, and coexistent with the rest of the text. It is not as
though it is an imaginary journey, time does not pass while this is happening precisely because time
does not pass at all (or even exist). It is as if it exists within events in the unconscious texts, but not
between them.

This is also the relation of the unconscious texts to the manifest text. While time may exist (in its
problematic forms) within them, it does not in their relations to the manifest text. They do not relate to the
specific time-frame of the novel in general, seeming to exist outside of the narrative, or perhaps we can
relate it more closely to the Lacanian model of thought/perception, and describe them as existing
between the narrative.

THE STRUCTURE OF UNCONSCIOUS DISCOURSE

Let me turn now from these details to a broader picture of the structure of these unconscious texts. I'd
like to return briefly to Laplanche and Leclaire's conception of the structure of unconscious language.
The "sentences" which exist in the discourse of unconscious language are "short sequences, most often
fragmentary, circular and repetitive" (1972:163).

If I briefly sketch the course of this first unconscious narrative, I believe that it can be shown that it
follows a trajectory which can best be described as unconscious. The changes in the scene of the
narrative often hinge on a single word/association. This is a phenomenon that Freud had observed in
dreams and termed "switch words."[14] For example, the text begins in the tram, then there is an
excursion to a meeting with a music student. This change is seemingly provoked by the word "viola." The
narrative then returns to the scene of the tram for the sequence quoted above, with its shoplifting sketch,
and subsequent return to the tram. From there the text goes briefly through a music lesson to a night at
the philharmonic, before returning to the scene of the tram to finish the unconscious text.

The tram is what we might call the frame of this particular text. It provides the backdrop for the narrative.
The entire text conforms to the pattern laid out by Laplanche and Leclaire above. Seldom are more than
two or three paragraphs spent at the same point. The text does however display a compulsion to return
to the tram. The other texts conform to this model in varying degrees. The second is more consistent,
and takes place within the frame of Erika's childhood experiences at her family's country-house. The
third is massively fragmentary, and the frame is much looser. It might be more appropriate to describe it
as a motif, for it is far less concrete, and does not exert nearly the same pull on the narrative of the
unconscious text as the other frames. While the fourth takes place within Erika's experiences at the
conservatory and resembles the second in its relative stability.

The fact that we can discern different themes, frames, motifs, and so on, in each of these texts would
seem to indicate that they occur discretely. That is, nothing is carried over from one to the next, although
each is recognisable as products of the same unconscious. Erika is quite clearly the focus of these, just
as she is the focus of the novel. This conforms quite clearly to the egocentric nature of one particular
manifestation of the unconscious, namely, dreams.[15] The unconscious texts are not part of a single,
alternate text, but are other texts which stand in radical opposition to the narrative stability of the manifest
text. This conclusion itself stands in radical opposition to those of previous criticism, which has attempted
to read Die Klavierspielerin as a single homogenous text (Fiddler 1994:25).

THE UNCONSCIOUS TEXTS IN DIE KLAVIERSPIELERIN

Let me now step up another level to consider the place of the unconscious texts within the structure of
the novel as a whole. For Laplanche and Leclaire, the unconscious is not coextensive with the manifest
as its meaning, but must be interpreted in the gaps of the manifest text (1972:126), and this is how these
texts take place within Die Klavierspielerin. They are preceded by a spatial gap which demarcates them
as being of an entirely different order. This is why these texts cannot be read as part of a single unified
narrative - they do not occur at the same level, they are not of the same order.

However, themes from the unconscious texts do occasionally break through into the manifest text. For



example, the description of Erika as being bound up like an Egyptian mummy in the fourth unconscious
text is later echoed in her phantasies of domination, which are expressed in a letter to the student
(Fiddler 1994:146). That we are able to find these events echoed in the manifest text suggests that, even
though they are not of the same order, they originate from the same unique source.
The next question is why do the unconscious texts appear in the gaps of the manifest text? They might
well be considered to be the return of the repressed, breaking through the (relative) narrative stability of
the manifest text, and undermining the subject of the narration.

Laplanche and Leclaire propose that the data of consciousness are "defective and 'lacunary,'" and that
the unconscious is that which enables us to "reestablish a coherent sequence" (1972:125-6 emphasis
added). For the purposes of this study of Die Klavierspielerin , this would mean that there is a coherent
text which exists to be discovered, and that by integrating the unconscious texts we might hope to arrive
at it. Yet I am unable to concur with this evaluation which seems to hark back to Freud's notion of wo Es
war soll Ich werden. It seems to me that such an integration is strictly an impossibility. To cite a single
obstacle, the data of the unconscious lack time, even in the unconscious texts time does not run
normally, thus rendering integration into a series or sequence a logical impossibility.

THE ICH AND DIE ANDEREN
One feature of the unconscious texts, more than any other, draws attention to their existence in a
different order. In these texts, and exclusively in them, there are occasions when certain pronouns (ICH,
SIE, IHR) (that is I, SHE, HER) are presented all in capital letters.

Most have chosen to consider that the capitalisation of SIE merely indicates (and satirises) the
protagonist's overvaluation of herself (e.g. Lobb 1991:53, Wright 1991:185). There is some support for
such a conclusion. Certainly it makes logical sense, and it follows from the appearance of Trimethylamin
in Freud's dream of Irma's injection:

I saw the chemical formula of this substance in my dream, which bears witness to a great
effort on the part of my memory. Moreover, the formula was printed in heavy type, as though
there had been a desire to lay emphasis on some part of the context as being of quite special
importance. [16]

Unfortunately, Freud does not go further with his analysis of this aspect of his dream. However, to simply
follow his lead and suggest that the capitalisation in the unconscious texts of Die Klavierspielerin
conveys nothing more than emphasis, seems to ignore other implications of this phenomenon. It also
fails to consider the implications that would follow from the other capitalisations, for example 'THE
OTHERS' in the third unconscious text. However, it must be admitted that it is mostly SIE and IHR which
are capitalised, although not in every instance within the unconscious texts. This is one of the most
outstanding physical characteristics of these unconscious texts, yet very few have chosen to consider it.

What I would like to stress is that this effect of the intermittent capitalisation can only be conveyed
graphically. Simply laying stress on such a word in speech could be conveyed in writing in any number
of ways: by italics, in bold, underlined, a larger font, a different font, or any combination of the above.
The effect within a written text is quite different, precisely because it does not correspond to normal
modes of laying stress. What does it then mean if this can only occur in writing? One would have to
suppose that this means that the texts are primarily not visual nor auditory, but graphical. It seems
almost tautological to suggest that this text is graphical, but by this I mean something which exists
outside of the realm of the text. Does it have an effect in these unconscious texts? It would seem to
presuppose that the text will be perceived graphically, suggesting that the unconscious (or perhaps the
psyche) is either graphic in nature, or can best be represented graphically.

THE PSYCHE: IN GRAPHIC DETAIL

We should not be at all alarmed at the postulate that the psyche can be represented graphically. After
all, Freud had used the analogy of writing in his 1925 paper 'A Note on the Mystic-Writing Pad'. The
mystic writing pad is the child's toy, a sheet of grey plastic, which can be written on with a fingernail or
anything with a point, and the writing erased by separating the plastic from the base. Freud uses it as an
analogy for the perceptual and memory systems.

Jacques Derrida presents a comprehensive reading of this paper in his piece "Freud and the Scene of
Writing" (1966) in Writing and Difference. A brief examination of Derrida's reading will enable us to better



understand the graphic structure of the novel. It will also provide an explanation for the gaps which
precede the unconscious texts.

One of the questions with which Derrida, Laplanche and Leclaire, Lacan and Freud are all concerned is:
When something moves from the unconscious to the conscious, is there a change of state, or is there a
new inscription in consciousness? Concerning this transcription Derrida observes that:

The conscious text is thus not a transcription, because there is no text present elsewhere as
an unconscious one to be transposed or transported. There is then no unconscious truth to
be rediscovered by virtue of having been written elsewhere. There is no text written and
present elsewhere which would then be subjected, without being changed in the process, to
an operation and a temporalisation (the latter belonging to consciousness if we follow Freud
literally) which would be external to it, floating on its surface. There is no present text in
general, and there is not even a past present text, a text which is past as having been
present. The text is not conceivable in an originary or modified form of presence. The
unconscious text is already a weave of pure traces, differences in which meaning and force
are united - a text nowhere present, consisting of archives which are always already
transcriptions. Originary reprints. Everything begins with reproduction. Always already:
repositories of a meaning which was never present, whose signified presence is always
reconstituted by deferral, nachträglich, belatedly, supplementarily: for the nachträglich also
means supplementary (1978:211).

The translation of the 'unconscious' into the 'conscious' is not a derivative or repetitive writing, that is, a
transcription which copies an unconscious writing; it occurs in a manner which in its very secondariness
is originary and irreducible (212). Thus, the 'movement' of the traces into consciousness produces new
texts; in this instance, the unconscious texts of Die Klavierspielerin . Originary writing is the result of the
transcription of the unconscious into the conscious, rather than a simple duplication. These texts are not
identical with the unconscious, but are the products of the translation into consciousness, in as much as
they occur in a narrative form.

Derrida chooses this piece of Freud's as it is concerned with memory, which is especially significant for
Derrida as it is not a psychical property among others, but the essence of the psyche: "resistance, and
precisely, thereby, an opening to the effraction of the trace" (201). The key to the understanding of
memory is that there is no pure breaching without difference:

Trace as memory is not a pure breaching that might be reappropriated at any time as simple presence; it
is rather the ungraspable and invisible difference between breaches. We thus already know that psychic
life is neither the transparency of meaning nor the opacity of force but the difference within the exertion
of forces (201).

This breaching is the gaps of the narrative, through which the unconscious texts come forth. The
unconscious texts can be read as taking place in this ungraspable and invisible difference.

Concerning the protective celluloid layer of the Wunderblock , Derrida states that there is no writing
which does not have its own defensive device, in order to protect itself against the writing by which the
subject is threatened as he lets himself be written, as he exposes himself (224). Derrida is then led to
attempt to account for the writing as a trace which survives the scratch's "present, punctuality and
stigme" (224). This leads Derrida to the conclusion that writing supplements perception even before
perception appears to itself, that is, before it is conscious of itself (224). This is how deferred effect
[Nachträglichkeit] is possible: a trace may be written into memory before it is perceived, and therefore is
immediately open to the processes of repression.

Derrida claims that the trace produces the space of its inscription only by acceding to the period of its
erasure. Writing cannot occur without repression:"The condition for writing is that there be neither a
permanent contact nor an absolute break between the strata: the vigilance and failure of censorship"
(226).

A memory-trace never made conscious may continue to have an effect through the psychological
mechanisms whereby a repressed trace may enter into consciousness, through the primary processes.
Derrida considers the trace to be



The erasure of selfhood, of one's own presence, and is constituted by the threat or anguish of
its irremediable disappearance. An unerasable trace is not a trace, it is a full presence, an
immobile and uncorruptible presence...(230)

The erasure of the trace is the very structure which makes repression itself (a synthesis of original and
secondary repression), as "the movement of temporalisation and pure auto-affection", possible (230).

For Derrida, the composition of the Wunderblock joins the two empirical certainties by which we are
constituted:

infinite depth in the implication of meaning, in the unlimited envelopment of the present, and,
simultaneously, the pellicular essence of being, the absolute absence of any foundation
(224).

The depth of the Wunderblock is "simultaneously a depth without bottom, an infinite allusion, and a
purely superficial exteriority: a stratification of surfaces each of whose relation to itself, each of whose
interior, is but the implication of another similarly exposed surface"(224). This is analogous to the
structure of the unconscious of primary repression, which is pre-Oedipal, and thus pre-Symbolic. It is not
ordered temporally, but is a hyperdimensional space where each point is simultaneously orthogonal to
each other point. This space is the space of the unconscious which is responsible for the unconscious
texts of Die Klavierspielerin. For Derrida the fundamental property of writing is spacing :

diastem and time becoming space; an unfolding as well, on an original site, of meanings
which irreversible, linear consecution, moving from present point to present point, could only
tend to repress, and (to a certain extent) could only fail to repress (217).

The failure of repression in this space produces the unconscious texts. This space is also thematised
within one of the unconscious texts. The final point I would like to consider is the relation between writing
and spacing.

SILENCE: THE SCENE OF WRITING

It is significant for Derrida that Freud chooses to represent the structure of the psychical apparatus as a
writing machine, and the content as irreducibly graphic (199). Given that the psyche is represented by a
writing machine, Derrida asks what psychical writing might mean, and what is the psyche if it can be
represented by a text? (199)

According to Derrida, Freud asserts that psychic writing does not lend itself to transcription, as it is a
single energetic system which covers the whole of the psychic apparatus (213). That is, psychic writing is
not open to any of the psychical processes which operate in the psyche, as it is a model of the entire
psyche. Despite the different agencies within the psyche, psychic writing is not a "displacement of
meanings within the limpidity of an immobile pregiven space and the blank neutrality of discourse. A
discourse which might be coded without ceasing to be diaphanous" (213). Derrida's concept of psychic
writing raises the question: what happens before anything is written? The answer is both simple and
complex: the scene of writing.

The Scene of Writing is an originary locus anterior to meaning. If the scene of writing exists in Die
Klavierspielerin, I would suggest that it takes place in the very real gap between the texts. In that silence.
It is the unconscious texts which pour forth through these gaps. As silence, these gaps are certainly
anterior to meaning. Note that they cannot be represented verbally either. If we were to read this section
aloud we could only read silence, and only an indefinite silence. It is not like music, there is no indication
of how long the silence continues. Can we even say that it is finite?

The scene of writing is intra-psychical, and therefore imaginary, that is, of the order of the Imaginary, and
thus pre-Symbolic (Laplance & Pontalis 1973:440). The scene of writing is a metaphysical notion
intimately connected with the psyche. The scene of writing is the ultimate absence, a space
characterised only by lack. The absence is apparent in Die Klavierspielerin, in a very literal way, in the
gaps separating the unconscious texts from the manifest text.



Not only is the scene of writing apparent in the gaps in the novel, but I believe that it is also alluded to
within the third unconscious text, in a reference to Luis Buñuel's An Andalusian Dog:

you see two concert grand pianos. Then the two donkeys, half-rotten, bloody heads
suspended over the keyboards. Dead. Putrescent. Outside of everything. In a totally airless
room. (Jelinek 1988:58-9)[17]

The scene of writing is contained within the single simple sentence "outside of everything." That is,
something which is outside of language, outside of time, perhaps even outside of space. Such an
absence draws our attention to a similar occurrence in the text: the gaps between (and surrounding) the
unconscious texts. The silence is contained in the totally airless room, for sound cannot exist in a
vacuum. It is a space wherein the signifier might not enter as sound-presentation, but only as image-
presentation, only graphically, as occurs in the unconscious texts.

For Derrida, regression in dreams must be interpreted as a path back into the landscape of writing, but
not a writing which simply transcribes ("a stony echo of muted words"), but an imaginal writing, "a
lithography before words: metaphonetic, nonlinguistic, alogical" (207). This is the space which produces
the unconscious texts, an abstract impossible space, anterior to the signification process.

Later, Derrida concludes that the border between the non-phonetic space of writing and the space of the
stage (scéne) of the dreams is uncertain (217). Indeed, it would appear that the space of the scene of
writing, and the space of dreams (or of unconscious language) are quite intricately related. They both
seem to constitute themselves in the abstract imaginary space which exists before meaning. And this is
precisely where the unconscious texts take place.

CONCLUSION

By positing the existence within the novel of two levels, a manifest and an unconscious, I have tried to
show that the novel resists reading at a unified level. The unconscious texts are the translation into
language from an unconscious language, and should not be read as occurring at the same level as the
manifest text. They are (in Die Klavierspielerin) the tertiary manifestations of secondary manifestations.
The space (or silence) which precedes the writing of each unconscious text corresponds to a locus
anterior to meaning. If the texts are written, if they take place graphically, then we can see how this
intermittent capitalisation works. The analysis of Die Klavierspielerin from a psychoanalytic viewpoint thus
serves to explain these structural peculiarities, enabling a more coherent understanding of a problematic
work.

Endnotes

1. This is a slightly modified version of a paper originally presented at The Postgraduate European
Literature Conference, Literature in Times of Crisis , held at the University of Melbourne, from April 11th
to 14th, 1996. Return to endnote reference.
2. Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams , in T he Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigmund Freud , vol. 5:340. Die Traumdeutung , in Gesammelte Werke , ed. by Anna Freud,
vols.2/3:345. For brevity, all references to Freud hereafter are presented in the notes, providing the
work's title, followed by the location in the Standard Edition (abbreviated SE ), and the Gesammelte
Werke ( GW ). Return to endnote reference.
3. ibid., SE : 341; GW : 346. Return to endnote reference.
4. Freud The Unconscious , SE , V.XIV: 187; GW , V.X: 286. Return to endnote reference.
5. Freud Repression , SE , V.XIV, p.155; GW , V.X, pp.257-258. Return to endnote reference.
6. ibid., SE , p.154; GW , pp.256-257. Return to endnote reference.
7. Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams , SE , V.IV, pp.295-296; GW , V.II/III, pp.301-302. Return to
endnote reference.

8. Freud A Metapsychological Supplement to the Theory of Dreams , SE , vol. 14:229; GW , vol. 10:419.
Return to endnote reference.

9. Freud The Interpretation of Dreams , SE , vol. 4: 329; GW , vol. 2/3: 334. Return to endnote reference.
10. Freud The Unconscious , SE , vol. 14:199; GW , vol. 10: 297-298. Return to endnote reference.
11. Freud Die Traumdeutung, SE , vol. 4: 314; GW , vols. 2/3: 319. Return to endnote reference.
12. Freud Die Traumdeutung, SE , vol. 4: 316; GW , vols.2/3: 321 Return to endnote reference.
13. "Ein ganzer Schub rattenartiger Handwerker dicht vor der Pensionierung, mit Werkzeugtaschen über



den Schultern, drängt sich unter Schubsen und Treten aus dem Wagen. Jetzt gehen diese Leute zu
Fleiß eine ganze Station zu Fuß! Wenn ein Widder unter all den Schafen im Wagen die Ruhe stört,
benötigt man dringend frische Luft, und draußen findet man sie. Das Gebläse des Zorns, mit dem man
dann zu Hause die Gattin traktieren wird, benötigt frischen Sauerstoff, sonst funktioniert es vielleicht
nicht. Etwas von unbestimmter Farbe und Form gerät ins Schwanken, rutscht, etwas anderes schreit wie
abgestochen auf. Ein dichter Sprühnebel von Wienerischem Gift dunstet über diese Volksweise hin.
Einer ruft gar nach einem Henker, weil sein Feierabend vorzeitig verdorben worden ist. So sehr ärgern
sie sich. Ihre abendliche Ruhe, die schon vor zwanzig Minuten hätte beginnen sollen, ist heute nicht
eingetreten. Oder die Ruhe ist jäh abgebrochen worden, abgebrochen wie die bunt bedruckte
Lebenspackung des Opfers - mit Gebrauchsanweisung -, die es jetzt nicht mehr ins Regal zurückstellen
kann. Das Opfer kann sich jetzt nicht einfach unauffällig eine neue und versehrte Packung greifen, es
würde von der Verkäuferin als Ladendieb arretiert. Folgen Sie mir unauffällig! Doch die Tür, welche ins
Büro des Filialleiters führt, zu führen schien, ist eine Scheintür, und außerhalb des nagelneuen
Supermarkts gibt es keine Sonderangebote der Woche mehr, sonder dort ist nichts, absolut gar nichts,
nur Dunkel, und ein Kunde, der nie geizig was, stürzt ins Bodenlose ab. Jemand sagt in der heir
üblichen Schriftsprache: Verlassen Sie auf der Stelle den Wagen! Aus seiner Schädeldecke wuchert ein
Gamsbart heraus, denn der Mann ist als Jäger verkleidet." 1983:19-20. Return to endnote reference.
14. Freud Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria , SE , vol. 7: 62 n.1; GW , vol. 5: 226 n. 2.
Return to endnote reference.

15. Freud The Interpretation of Dreams , SE , vol. 4: 322-323; GW , vols. 2/3: 327-328. Return to endnote
reference.

16. Freud The Interpretation of Dreams , SE , vol. 4: 116-117, 595; GW , vols. 2/3: 121-122, 601. Return
to endnote reference.

17. "In Buñuels Andalusischem Hund stehen da zwei Konzertflügel . Dann diese beiden Esel,
halbverweste, blut-schwere Häupter, auf die Tasten niederhängend. Tot. Verottet. Außerhalb von allem.
In einer streng luftentzogenen Raum." 1983:76. Return to endnote reference.
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