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tragedies they found embodiments of the dead who might, as Marx promised, weigh
on the brain of the living like a nightmare. Brecht tries to rewrite this nightmare,
demonstrating that whatever tragedies have come down should be recognized as
political tragedies. Miiller, on the other hand, seeks the “enjoyment of the
catastrophe,” an immersion in the destructive element that might cleanse the way
for some unseen future, some coming community.

After the war’s conclusion and his return to Europe, suspended between exile
and entrance to the Soviet sector of Berlin, Brecht translated Hélderlin’s version
of Antigone while in Switzerland.® Antigone’s plot, of course, is moved by
Antigone’s desire to bury her brother, Polyneikes. He has been killed while in
revolt against his uncle, who condemns the rebel to remain an unmourned corpse
on the battlefield. A burial sanctioned by the gods would break the law of the
sovereign. Nonetheless, Antigone defies the earthly law, mourns her brother, is
punished by her uncle, and sets off the chain of suicides that culminates the tragedy.
Out of this familiar structure, Brecht creates a blunt text on state terror.

His version opens outside a Berlin bunker, April 1945. Two sisters emerge.
One finds her brother, a soldier, hanging on a butcher’s hook. Another soldier
enters from offstage, where there are screams of torture. He threatens the sisters
with the label of traitor as well. Without cutting down their brother, they are chased
away. The play then leaps back into an evocation of Sophocles’ antiquity. Brecht
uses a bare stage half-ringed by benches. The figures are austere. Horse skulls are
nailed to tall poles. The actors work between those figures of the dead, performing
inside the traces of barbarism. Brecht writes that he considers pulling the poles
back into the darkened backdrop with the benches, allowing the actors to emerge
into light and to perform apart from the skulls, as if coming out of the darkness of
the past. Instead, he decides “to place the acting among the totem poles, since we
are still living in the totemic state of the class war.”

Theater’s only chance to bring effective critique to the audience, Brecht says,
is to “find some starting point in the general ruin.”'° Antigone is a story of seemingly
pure ruin. In a post-battle world, Antigone’s gestures of mourning become acts of
rebellion. Sophocles’ tragedy is fulfilled through the eventual suicides of Antigone,
Haemon, and Eurydice, which together destroy the Labdacus house and, therefore,
the power of Kreon. This leaves the chorus to sing of an approaching wisdom for
the next rulers. The suicides are sacrifices for the future, sublated into the process
of history as they are taken up as the basis for the sake of “wisdom.” But in the
wake of fascism’s butchery, Brecht uses the affective force of the suicides,
emotionally moving the audience toward responses that ideally strengthen an
opposition to such systems of sovereign power.

He insists that the violence produces nothing. The dead bring no wisdom to a
ruler like Kreon, who is described as “rotten and gruesome, unteachable.”"! Brecht
does not use the classical tale to provide some tragic lesson, but opens (for critique)
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thinking of a German audience, even as he tests the model in Switzerland, Brecht’s
Antigone is situated in and out of a polis trying to wake to its own tragedy. The
classical form of the Antigone story can draw Brecht’s viewers onto familiar terrain
so that the play, seemingly “together with them,” can “go on to act itself.”

Brecht’s focus on Kreon’s law replaces the moral pleasure from Antigone’s
sacrificial will and the tyrant’s fall, with the tragic death of morality itself, Its
failures, as an ethics brought to blindness by vast violence, are born out of those
conditions of war:

The action starts from the crucial moment where “very little” is
needed for victory and yet the most desperate force has to be
employed, i.e. the extravagant proves to be essential. This
commitment of the last of the moral reserves fails and hastens
the collapse, which in any case had to follow from the overall
constellation."

There remains a fated end, a constellation writing the destruction. But this is not an
equation scripted by the gods, or History as spirit. It is instead a new tragedy of
secular power. To the extent Brecht’s Antigone is a character of tragedy, it is not
through her rebellion, but through her ambivalent relation to power. Deflecting
what Lacan called her “fierce presence,”!¢ an “absolute individual” whose passion
and desire operate at a ““savage dimension,”'” Brecht establishes her uneasy relation
to the power of the state. A sister to The Caucasian Chalk Circle’s Grusha, who is
said to hesitate when tempted by the just, Brecht’s chorus describes her as an
accidental rebel tumbling from the royal house. “She too once / Ate of the bread
that was baked by slaves.” The desire to mourn occurs only when the corpse belongs
to her. But beyond the brother, the fields must be littered with them. Antigone’s
defiance becomes stained by earlier complicity with Kreon’s rule:

The bloody hand deals out to each his own, and
They don’t just take it, they grab it.

Only thereafter she lay

Rebellious in her freedom,

Thrust into the good.'®

While there were already forces at work that would eventually bring about a GDR
whose motto was “From I to We,”!” Brecht was questioning the very opposition
between the individual and the collective. The “unknown surrounds us,” he writes,
leaving the realm of “the good” unclaimed by either subjective morality or ideals
of communal justice.
























Spring 2004 107

conjunctions, lets those words accrete on the page, as if only in the vast acceleration
of language can one say anything historical. It is a method that is maybe more akin
to Rimbaud than to Brecht.

A woman is in the foreground. Her “image rules the right side of the half of
the picture, her gaze directed on the ground as though there were an image she
cannot forget and/or another one she refuses to see.” The traumatic-like memory
that feels what it cannot recall, brings the reader/viewer into the image’s textual
nucleus: terror and its perception. Like Brecht’s focus in 4ntigone, this is another
problem of seeing. Miiller, troubling the image and its reception, further attaches
questions of what one feels. It is either familiar, recognizable, and, therefore, not
sensed as terror, or it is a terror that comes veiled, unknown, perhaps unrecognized,
and, thereby, all the more deadly. Unlike Brecht’s reflections on the systems of
political threats demonstrated on the stage of Antigone, Miiller’s sense of the violent,
brutal imposition is that its threats remain uncertain, somehow felt otherwise than
as pain. Of the woman he writes:

a fragile forearm lifts a hand to heart level, i.e., the left breast, a
defensive gesture from the language of deaf-mutes, the defense
is meant against a familiar terror, the blow shove stab has
happened, the shot has been fired, the wound no longer bleeds,
the repetition hits a void where there is no room left for fear.*¢

Protective reflexes voided by the onslaught of violence, the woman accepts blow
after blow, shove upon shove, infinite stabs. Woman and wound(s) are mutual
metonyms of emptiness and assault—as is the attack and the later description of
the brutal fucking. “The woman stands in a void, amputated by the picture’s edge,
or is she growing from the ground . . . and will disappear into the ground”?
What stops this process of violence is the promise of “one unending movement
... which bursts the frame” but is itself “visible only between one glimpse and the
next when the eye HAVING SEEN IT ALL squinting closes over the picture.”
Somewhere in the repeated blink of perception the arrested image takes flight, the
elusive scope of the scopic becoming, in fading light of a Benjaminian flash, the
ALL of history. Terror, as Miiller projects it, is a transhistorical entity immune to
perception so long as it remains locked in the transit of interpretation, carried by
history until it is like baroque ruins becoming natural. Like Nietzsche’s truth that
forgets its own origin as deception, the voided place of the wound that Miiller
describes can no longer hold the memory of pain. It is only in the moment—as the
eye closes—when everything feels accounted for, that something like the Gorgon,
which is the socio-political reality, can be witnessed. Of course, then it is too late.
Hans Magnus Enzenberger wrote of the perverse effects of “Europe in Ruins”:
“Europeans took shelter behind a collective amnesia. Reality was not just ignored;
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Meaning is reasserted as the disaster is transformed as saving sacrifice, a silent sinking that raises the
level of the known self and, by extension, the entire culture: “doom becomes [the hero’s] restoration, in
which the past is included and redeemed” (78-9). Or as in the case of Sophocles, tragic ends come
“with a conciliatory act of founding a new institution” (81). The doom is sublated as a force of history,
destruction becomes one of necessary sacrifice and resurrection. Brecht was surely showing the violent
results of sacrifice without offering the redemption to follow.
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