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Introduction.

If we use a historical approach, and look back, as far as possible, to the source of an idea,
we give ourselves an opportunity to question its fundamental preconceptions.

It can be surprising, and enlightening, to realise just how much ideas really have shaped
the way we live and see the world, the way we see ourselves.

Psychoanalysis is one of those ideas, or sets of ideas, so influential that, along with
Marxism, it could be considered one of the two most important ideas shaping 20th century
modernity.

In this lecture, I will attempt to give you this historical view so that you might feel
confident to position yourself, your practice, in relation to psychoanalysis, and to feel
more qualified to question its contribution, and possible interference, concerning the way
we make art and why we make art.

In an early work, collected as ‘Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis’, Sigmund
Freud speaks –just as I a doing right now- to a hall full of people, and uses this very
scenario to create a dramatic example of his discoveries.

He explains that, if, during the course of the lecture, a member of the audience became
repeatedly troublesome, perhaps making repeated interruptions and noises, we might feel
collectively justified in forcing them to leave the hall.

If we then carried on our lecture, only to find that the noise persisted, even from outside
the hall, knocking and making audible interference, we might eventually be forced into a
further negotiation with the troublemaker and perhaps allow them to re-enter the room
once we had reached some mutual understanding concerning each other’s needs and
points of view.

Freud uses this scenario as a way of describing the process of repression. Our minds,
Freud claims, also operate in this way, shutting out or setting aside some troublesome
aspect of our history or identity, as if into another space, where it may nevertheless
continue to trouble us, until we negotiate and familiarise ourselves with it.

Repression of this kind is a fundamental aspect of psychoanalysis and its modern way of
understanding the mind and identity. By going back to this early writing of Freud’s, and
seeing the way that Freud himself wrote and explained his ideas, I hope to give a clearer
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sense of how psychoanalysis was made up of such ideas, metaphors and forms, and how
it depends on such imaginative thinking, as well as being acceptable as science.

Perhaps what is most fundamental about the scenario used by Freud, above, to describe
the process of repression, is the idea of these two spaces, places, levels or realms of the
mind, the conscious and subconscious, one providing a pragmatic interface with daily
life, the other full of barely conscious ideas and experiences which nonetheless motivate
and form our conscious identity.

So, I have begun by returning to somewhere near the source of this big idea,  -
psychoanalysis -  by giving a glimpse of the way that Freud constructed his system of
ideas, which became so influential, and by showing that, if we are happy to discuss ‘Art
and Psychoanalysis’ there is perhaps already an ‘art’ apparent here, here in the art of
using scenarios, spaces, imagination, narratives and forms to create a convincing thesis.

Part 1.

It seems important that this idea of ‘another place’, another level of the human mind, is
used by Freud to describe its workings, and we can look at other important images of
modernity that use a similar scenario.

Psychoanalysis was born in the modern cities of Vienna and Paris, in the late 19th

Century, and another important modern idea –Marxist Socialism – evolved in the same
period.  Here I just want to not a formal similarity, in that Marxism also has a sense of
two separated or conflicting spaces or places, and of a force that is, in a way, repressed by
another.  For Marx, the mass of the working people, arising from new cities and new
industries, are also, in a way, shut-out and will eventually become troublesome and
disruptive, until some negotiation is made concerning their needs and wishes.

The point is that, two of the biggest, perhaps the two biggest ideas of the modern world,
share this scenario, of two levels, one above and one below, one inside and one outside,
as a preconception of the form by which they succeed and convince us.
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Now, if we begin to look at art in the same period –the late 19th Century – a few factors
seem relevant and comparable.  One, is the invention of photography in 1839.  This
technologised device seems, -in psychoanalytic terms – to have traumatised the other
arts, setting modern art off in search of a new identity, almost as if its place had been
taken by a newcomer.

All very psychoanalytic, but, furthermore, if we look at the process of early photography,
we again see echoes of the psychoanalytic model.  The negative and the print may be
regarded as analogous to the subconscious and conscious mind.  Or, the notion of a dark
space in which certain processes must occur before they are able to withstand exposure to
light, might also be analogous to the psychoanalytic process. Meanwhile, the gradual
development of a latent image –previously invisible- is yet another comparable
phenomenon.

The modern world, modernity, modern men, all seem to have a similar form at heart.
Perhaps to be modern requires a certain repression, trauma, a scenario inevitably
involving two distinct spaces or places.  The countryside and the city, the religious world
of our ancestors and the new modern secular life, all these see modernity as grounded in
the same dualistic form, the idea of a separation or conflict, in need of reconciliation.

As we have said, Marx also pursued a similar form, expecting the working masses
worldwide to achieve successful revolution, overthrowing the class of bourgeois masters,
and thereby achieve a truly modern society of universal equality, passionately, but
rationally, reconciling unreasonable and irrational divisions of class.

If we consider the birth of modern art –often attributed to the writings of Charles
Baudelaire in his Salon of 1846 – we can see that modern art identifies itself by casting
off its ancestry.  Freud might call it an Oedipal scenario, another modern drama, wherein
the authority of the academy and the long tradition of classical taste, is set aside, as if to
another space, to enable a new movement to flourish.
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Once Baudelaire had articulated the revolutionary shift towards a modern art it became
the model for all subsequent isms and subdivisions of modern art and its avant-garde,
always transgressing what is established, casting off the familiar and academic as
something dogmatic, mannered, and self-interested, making unwelcome and outmoded
obstacles to real progress.

Like an adolescent growing away from its parents, one of the ways in which modern art
is born can be seen in the increasing independence of artists from the authority of taste
and from academic disciplines.  It is significant, for our explanation, that in 1863 Manet’s
troublesome young painting ‘Le Dejeuner Sur L’herbe  became the star, not of the official
salon, but of a new modern, separate space, the space of the Salon of the Refused, which
we can again see as a sub- or secondary space, acting as an underlying or repressed
status, insisting upon recognition and negotiation.

The huge amount of journalism that Manet’s controversial painting provoked shows just
how much the ‘mind’ of modern Paris needed to negotiate in order to bring this
troublesome new art into its consciousness, henceforth installing modern art as a crucial
and integral aspect of modern, bourgeois identity (meanwhile also demonstrating that, no
matter how society changes, art is never peripheral to it but operating at its core, shaping
its identity and values).
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In the 1870s, the moment of Impressionism seems, in retrospect, like an illustration of a
new modern consciousness, a ‘high’ following a troublesome analysis. Here al seems
bright and without cares as modernity –despite all its continuing challenges and fears –
becomes something to celebrate.

But according to the well-known story of modern art, this doesn’t last. Baudelaire, in his
salons, promised a modern art that objectively portrayed the new environment (as did
modern media of journalism and photography), but elsewhere in his poems he explored
much darker, primitive and timeless ideas, showing that modern man –for al his mastery
and leisure – would still have underlying demons to contend with. And one of the key
differences that defines Post-Impressionism with regard to Impressionism, is that, in
Post-Impressionism this struggle appears.
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According to the familiar story, it appears, initially in the work of Cezanne, who, unlike
the Impressionists gaily recording the bright surface of modern life, claimed to be
‘struggling’ to reveal ‘underlying forms’ within and behind the surface of what the eyes
can see.  Here, we can see the re-emergence of the modern form of a separate,
underlying, hidden or latent space, which it is the duty of any modern artist or thinker to
negotiate and bring to light.  Just as Freud, saw the mind as separated in a similar way,
requiring negotiations with that which is repressed.  Just as Marx saw the working masses
as demanding negotiations to achieve equality.

     

After Cezanne of course, modern art progresses on two diverging tracks, one of which
leads to the extreme subjective, expressive model of figures like Van Gogh or Munch, the
other pursues a constructive and enlightened objectivity whose high point is perhaps the
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Bauhaus. (A figure like Picasso, or Kandinsky might of course be seen to exploit and
merge both tracks).

At this point we could say that we have made our big initial point, that, not only
psychoanalysis but many other key ideas concerning modernity and its art rely upon the
particular form that Freud used to explain the fundamental notion of repression –two
spaces, one under, one above, one forward, one back, one needy one satisfied, and that
modernity, modern man and modern art might all be shaped by such a form.  It is as if the
very engine of modernity requires such a splitting and reconciliation to fuel its progress.

The invention of cinema in the 1890s (with sound added in the 1920s) provided modern
thinkers and theorists of modernity  -like Walter Benjamin (for whom the vocabulary of
psychoanalysis was a habitual way of understanding the self and the world) with ways of
building on the analogous relation between photography and psychoanalysis that we
mentioned earlier.  While photography might operate like the mind, revealing a kind of
subconscious version of the modern environment, cinema could add this Freudian
scenario to Marx’s project by revealing the masses of workers crowding into cinemas in
the 1920s and 30s, as a kind of collective, previously unacknowledged desire, and a
political force able to feel its collective identity through the films tailored to its taste.

In cinema, Freud and Marx seem to collide, as the mass inherit a new art, seemingly the
first made just for them, and in dark spaces all across the modern world, this underlying
force gains a new sense of its political potential in terms of pleasure and desire.
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Part 2.

      

Walter Benjamin famously described the (turn-of-the-century) photographs of Atget as
looking like “the scene of a crime”, and in this single moment of interpretation Benjamin
says much about the way that this other, thoroughly new modern art of photography
might reveal subconscious or repressed ideas, and not just for the photographer but for
the whole of modern society.

When Benjamin calls these pictures ‘scenes of crimes’ he is aware that Atget did not
intend them to be so. Benjamin is influenced by Freud to se that an unintentional or
previously unacknowledged conscience appearing in the image.  Perhaps Atget reveals
his own conscience here, we all have secrets, guilt, shame, troublesome pasts to repress
and negotiate with and these could appear through uncontrolled, unintended processes.
The chance element of photography might attract our curiosity in the same way as an
uncanny repetition, a slip of the tongue, or the contents of a dream might demand that we
explore and exploit its significance, or write-it-off as meaningless.

But perhaps Atget here reveals the repressed crime f modernity itself, or that of the
modern class of bourgeoisies, the guilt of banishing the ancestors, discarding tradition,
killing god, abandoning the countryside for the city, all in a youthful enthusiasm to forge
an identity by casting all this into a separate space and therefore repressing it.  Here, we
see what Freud called the Oedipal tragedy at the heart of modern identity formation.

The very idea of an unintended value emerging from an image we have made might well
be foreign to the pre-modern academic painter. The academic painter would surely have
been trained to control as much as possible the technical, and cultural outcomes of their
work, professionally building its own limits into it, resulting in a stagnant mannerism.
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Before proceeding let’s just clarify our use of key terms.  We have referred to
repression, Oedipal, Conscious and Subconscious, and if I were a HTML page perhaps
these could shine out in blue so you could click on them and pursue, some details, of
what is really a widely arching overview of this enormous theme.  To our list of key
terms, we could also add at this point, Parapraxes  (making a science of mistakes), The
Uncanny, Id, Ego and Superego some of which I will point to in my attached
bibliography.

Artists after Freud, and indeed, after Manet, might be increasingly interested in
unintended outcomes of their work.  By comparison, the academic artists of the pre-
modern period seem to have been relatively self-satisfied and all-too-knowing, apparently
in control of their careers and limiting the technical and cultural consequences of their
work, according to the market and prevailing taste (one might well make comparisons
with the 90s generation that still dominates the art world today).

As well as new, unintended consequences with which artists might find themselves
engaged, Freud provided another wonderful arena for artists to inhabit, that of the
accidental, the apparent mistake, which, given a psychoanalytic framework, could attract
curious investigation for its underlying or hidden significance and value. Mistakes (or
‘Parapraxes’ as Freud described them in an essay of that name) might be affirmed as
signs of subconscious motivations or desires. What, according to another system of
values might be worthless (error, or mere chance) could be significant and valuable
according to Freud.

Everyday life, re-enchanted by the influence of dreams and by the half-awake realm of
the subconscious drawing night’s influence into the day, could be transformed -according
to Freud- into a modern experience which is not entirely rational, not statistical,
organized, factual, known, pragmatic, self-evident or conscious. The Freudian world is
even sub-modern in that he drew upon, not only numerous Classical figures, myths and
forms to arrive at his system, but also upon the ancient shamanic image of the doctor as
part-artist, dream interpreter, performer and healer.

To be a fully rounded, fully conscious modern figure then, we would henceforth have to
negotiate regularly, if not constantly, between the modern consciousness and the ancient
subconscious, fuelling our optimistic illuminations with the dark coals of our repressed
desires, guilty secrets and private fears.
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Surrealism may be considered the clearest example of artists’ active engagement with
Freudian ideas (though Freud himself seems to have dismissed and disliked Surrealism).
Significantly for our argument we should remember that Surrealism that  -like Dada its
avant garde counterpart – was born of the ‘madness’ of the First World War, that
moment when the modern world, despite all its great hopes, seemed (according to a
Freudian framework) to subconsciously seek its own destruction.  Andre Breton, the
founder of Surrealism, hoped for a Freudian rather than a Marxist revolution, which
might involve, not the violent overthrow of the dominant middle-classes, but the
universal transformation of popular consciousness, by means of encounters with
disturbing Freudian imagery. This might lead to a society that was less self-assured but
more informed about its real, underlying drives, desires, trajectories and potentials, a
modern man that was more honest and accepting, less uptight and repressed, and perhaps
less likely to blindly set out on a path of self-destruction.

Walter Benjamin – a fan of both Dada and Surrealism, seems to have agreed with Breton,
claiming in the 1920s, long after the Russian Revolution of 1917, that Russia was still
awaiting its revolution, as it had not yet succumbed to Bretonian influence. Meanwhile,
Benjamin’s enthusiasm for photography and cinema as the truly modern arts invested
them with this same revolutionary potential, becoming, through a Freudian interpretation,
political arts that would mobilise and express the previously unheard desires of the
modern masses.
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Part 3.

Here, I want to draw line –as historians often do – across a pre Second World War
modernity and try to articulate the way in which these ideas grew and changed within a
post WW2 world and into a post-modern context.  Then, I will hopefully conclude with
some questions concerning where and who we are now as artists in relation to
psychoanalysis.

Post WW2, the centre of modern art has shifted from Europe to the U.S., along with
many European Surrealists living there I exile from Nazism.  Walter Benjamin failed in
his own attempt to escape Nazi-occupied Europe and committed suicide on its borders.
Freud escaped to live here in London’s Hampstead, and, next time you visit Camden art
Centre its worth also visiting Freud’s house and museum there, including the rooms and
desks and couches with which he worked.
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Now, not only surrealism but Freudian psychoanalysis made great inroads into
influencing U.S culture, which, like an adolescent, was rapidly establishing its identity as
the new centre ad leader of the modern world, coming to view Europe as a kind of
ancestor.  Eventually, in Pop, and more clearly in Minimalism, American art insists on
breaking with European traditions –like a son from a father- in order to realise a truly
U.S-ian art.

In the post-war period, and after the death of Freud himself, many variants of Freud’s
original ideas began to proliferate.  One of these is the influential work of Jacques Lacan.
Lacan is a French Psychoanalyst who had been strongly influenced by the inventive,
transgressive, avant garde use of Freud by Surrealism –with whom Lacan had been a
contemporary. But as the influence of Lacan’s work began to grow in tandem with a new
generation of French thinkers emerging in the 1960s and 70s, one of his most important
insistences was what he called a ‘return to Freud’.  The reason for this appeal was that
Lacan believed Freud’s popularisation and proliferation in the U.S had distorted and
compromised its true value and profundity. U.S-ian psychoanalysis –according to Lacan-
had used Freud for U.S-ian purposes, emphasising psychoanalysis merely as a means of
strengthening the Ego (the positive, pragmatic, most self-interested and complacent
surface of the mind). But Freud’s true contribution –according to the more Surrealist
Lacan- was not to emphasis or enlarge the territory of the Ego, but, on the contrary, to
maintain the maximum possible modesty, dignity and objectivity in the Ego by means of
constant allusion to and consultation with the Id or subconscious.
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Having said this it is important to note that, above and beyond Freud’s own, relatively
simple division of the mind into two or three spaces or realms, Lacan also developed his
own schematised diagrams of the psychoanalytic mind.  These can appear baffling in
their complexity as Lacan’s writing and commentators upon his thought convert them
into worded explanations, however, they do reward prolonged consideration by giving us
the pleasure and satisfaction of mapping - in a way that is more sophisticated and
empowering then Freud’s own schema – the complex play of other forces operate within
and upon what the think of as an identity.  Most significantly, Lacan’s schemas make
much greater emphasis on the play of the other in the construction of a subjectivity and
on language as both ‘other’ and as integral to the constitution of a self.
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Artists like Mary Kelly have been able to utilise Lacan’s schemas to map their own
processes and practices with a sense of precision without losing some sense of mystery
and investigation essential to any creative endeavour, modestly placing their experiences
and practices within the framework of the great psychoanalysts, building a new
relationship between artist and practice and the theory of a practice.

In a postmodern era, when artists come to feel they are engaged in multi-media,
multicultural contributions to forming a shared vocabulary or appreciation of difference,
the psychoanalysis of Freud and of Lacan has also contributed to the work of many of the
‘single-issue’ political movements growing up in the 1970s even as Marxism began to
lose its influence and conviction.  Postcolonial theorists like Frantz Fanon –himself a
psychoanalyst- used Freudian and Lacanian ideas to explore the consciousness and
conscience of a rich, modern, Western world guilty of the repressed crimes by which
modernity was forged. Feminists, like Julia Kristeva, Helene Cixous, Luce Iriguray,
Jacqueline rose or the art Historian Rosalind Krauss all drew upon these models to posit a
feminist terrain of difference, protest, affirmation and complaint.
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Meanwhile, cultural theorists, like Slaoj Zizek enthusiastically apply psychoanalysis as a
way of mapping and predicting shifts in current, popular culture (in a way, building on
Walter Benjamin’s tendencies), most notably allying psychoanalysis with readings of
cinema and other media phenomena.  It could perhaps be argued, that Lacan, having
insisted upon a more imaginative, profound and volatile use of Freud’s original ideas, is
today himself betrayed by such popularisations.

If we want to conclude with a post-postmodern figure, we could do worse than settle
upon the charming image of Marcus Coates, included in Nicolas Bourriaud’s recent
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‘Altermodern’ exhibition at Tate Britain.  Coates caries out a kind of psychoanalytic
session, with hints of one of the most significant and painful territorial conflicts in the
world today, as he alludes to the territorial disputes between Israelis and Palestinians.
Though modern and Western in his tracksuit, sunglasses, and his caring, considerate,
problem-solving mannerisms, Coates also exhibits an affinity with pre-modern and non-
Western ancestors of Freud’s system, reminding us that, though Freud was one of the
most influential of all modern thinkers, he was effectively making a modern science of
something very ancient, a kind of shamanism, which was originally the role of an artist
figure in a community.

Coates’ surreal presence within the everyday allows us to read, though Lacan and back to
Freud, the idea that, no mater how much we ambitiously modernise, rationalise,
pragmatically professionalise (and perhaps Ameican-ise), our selves and our arts, it has
always been, and remains, a key role and contribution of artists, to map and experiment
with, the possibilities and potential of our complex and elusive and multiple levels of
consciousness.

Addendum.

This lecture of course admittedly leaves out enormous amounts of reference and
information concerning this huge topic but is meant as an introduction that might
encourage you to pursue your own use or interpretation of these themes and to go into
further detail.  One point that is worth adding, is that we omitted here to speak of anti- or
post- psychoanalytic thinking (e.g. the critique levelled by Deleuze & Guattari as ‘Anti-
Oedipus’) which might be usefully investigated with reference to contemporary artists as
diverse as Charles Avery, Lindsay Seers and Grayson Perry.
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