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From the senses to reason, and back again: Adorno and Freud on interpretation
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Between 1935 and 1959:Adorno wrote a series of essays and observations on music
performance which werepublished in 2001 in Germanand later translated into Englishin 2006 by
Polity Press under the title 7owards a theory of musical reproduction. Notes, a draft and two
schemata. This collection of fragmentary writings considerably widened the scope of previously
published materialsto form a critical theory of performance that garnered significant scholarly

attentionz.
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Similarly, to his aesthetics and social theory, in relation to which Vieira de Carvalho: argues
music theory is seminal,, Adorno critically elaborates on music performance as a play of
dialectical elements®. Drawing on prior reflections®, we intend to explore the relationship between
two of these elements — the mimetic and the rational domains - stressing at the same time the
structural similarity between this perspective and Freud’s description of psychoanalytic

interpretation, in which direction Adornos apparently seems to point.

From senses to reason
In a frequently cited paradoxical passage’, Adorno puts forward a singular understanding of
musical interpretation as a copy or imitation of a “non-existent original”s. The undeterminable
nature of a musical work follows from the non-identity between the musical work and the notated
text. This is the case,Adorno contends, for a number of reasons.Notably, unlike visual art or
linguistic texts, the musical sign is non-intentional°. Adornorefers to notation as “a memorial trace
of the ephemeral sound, not as a fixing of its lasting meaning”*, and thus an indeterminate
representation ofthe musical gesture. Additionally, as is stressed by Vieira de Carvalho,
idiomatic elements such as shared performance conventions at the time of the composition are,
according to Adorno, absent from the texttestifying to the historicity of the musical text and to its
being deciphered within tradition.

Besides its underdetermined character, notation presents a nature which is distinct from
musical practice — a rationalisation of living memory whereby mimetic, expressive, practices are

sacrificed on behalf of an acquired autonomy for music. In contexts where music is made in the
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absence of notation, Adorno writes, “memory proves strong”?, arguing, for example, that the
rhythmic complexity of certain music in traditional cultures is only matched by specialists in our
own culture. Alienating living memory, notation acts, according to Adorno, as a disciplining
apparatus of musical practices®, and is singled out as "the central aspect of musical
rationalization”*. By means of a process which, according to Adorno, is synonymous with
controllabilitys, notation transforms into spatial form something which is of a temporal nature
and, when fixed in that way, the musical material can be manipulated and organised:s, or, as he
also puts it: “the gestures which music either stimulates or itself imitates become controllable as
images within it, to be made and brought forth once more as desired””. In a passage duly
highlighted by Vieira de Carvalho®, Adorno understands this as a step towards the social
alienation of memory®. Thus, at the same time that Adorno acknowledges the contribution of
notation to the autonomy of the music, he points out that it represents a weakening of memory,
insofar as only what has been forgotten in experience needs to be notated». Following the same
line of thought, Kadenz suggests that, in a historical overview, notation accompanies a
progressive reduction of freedom in musical practice. Such is the case with the transition from an
oral tradition to the fixation of pitch and rhythm, and the progressive complexity of notation in the
Baroque era, during which such practices as improvisation were gradually eradicated. The
specialisation of the musicians themselves, in which creativity is assigned to the composer, and
reproduction to the performer, replicates this logic, according to Kadenz.

Notwithstanding the distinction that must be made between the mimetic nature of the
musical impulse and the rational character of notation, such elements interweave a dialectical
relationship, and should be equated as two sides of the same coin — as Adorno puts it:

“Rationalization, the condition for all autonomous art, is at once its enemy”=.
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From what has been shown above, we would stress that, according to Adorno,the path to
notation is a process of rational elaboration concurring in the autonomy of music to the detriment
of memory and mimetic elements.The path from notation to performance, which we should now
address, proceeds in the opposite direction, namely, from rationality to mimesis, although, once

again, mediated by analysis.

Back again

As was shown above, notation is an underdeterminate representation of a musical work —
there is, according to Adorno a “zone of indeterminacy”# in the text. Notwithstanding such
indeterminacy, the text constitutes a platform for constructing meaning and it is in this sense that
Adorno suggests that "Every musical text is both things at once: a fundamentally insoluble riddle
and the principle for its solution"z,

Interpretation is played out on the basis of this double character of notation and requires
analysis as an intermediate stage — a precondition# - of performance. Adorno, in any case, sets
as the task of analysis that of going beyond the reduction of music to formal elements, acquiring
a critical dimensionz, in order, as he suggests elsewhere "to become aware of a work as a force-
field [ Kraftfeld] organized around a problent’=.

Musical performance, however, is distinct from analysis — it has a mimetic, expressive
character®, and, while departing from analysisit must surpass it, trying, according to Adorno, to
capture what is represented in notation through "spontaneity" and “musicality”s:. Taking the
inverse path that had led us from the compositional gesture to the notated text, the interpreter

must recover the original musical impulse that, as was shown above, cannot be subsumed in the
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score. Sonja Dierks puts it very clearly: “By means of interpretation the work is back-transferred
into the state it held before it became a musical text”:2. Adorno admitted, in a rough formulation,
that: "in order to achieve a true interpretation, one must first analyse, and then forget the
analysis'=,

From this it follows that performance exhibits a dialectical and disruptive relationship with
the rationality of notation and analysis which we would consider symmetrical to the disruption
that took us from the expressive impulse to the rational domain of notation.In other words, a
rational moment articulates and interrupts two expressive moments in which musical creation
and performance take shape - if, on the one hand, musical interpretation and the work it seeks
to recover share a mimetic nature, on the other, it is in the rational nature of the noted text that
the work emerges for the interpreter, and from where the interpreter must begin his or her

attempt to recover the work.

From music to psychoanalysis
Such an understanding seems reminiscent of the psychoanalytic process described by Freud, as
we have suggested elsewhere.Referring to the relationship between mimetic and rational

elements, it is Adorno himself whopoints to the analogy, stating:

the danger in my reproduction theory is not unlike that of psychoanalysis. True
interpretation is neither the irrational-idiomatic (critique of the minstrel) nor the analytically
pure kind, but rather that restoration of the mimetic element which passes through

analysis®.

In fact, Freud=states that the aim of psychoanalytic technique is to determine the unconscious
dream content separately from, and in spite of, the manifest content displayed in speech.
According to Freud, the unconscious contentthat emerges in dreams is the result of a distortion

imposed by censorship though operations such as condensation and displacement. Given the
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distortion effected by dream work, the latent content is recoverable only through analysis. As
Freud suggested in two papers on psychoanalytic technique, analytical interpretation is¥ directed
towards identifying and making conscious repressed content by recognizing the patient's
resistance,based on the ‘evenly-hovering attention’ approach and the patient's free association.
The repressed content is therefore identified from, and in spite of, the patient’'s secondary
elaboration narrative®. Thus, in light of the fact that unconscious content emerges only after a
process of distortion, the analyst works in the absence of an original, constructing meaning from
the analysis of a secondary elaboration.

To sum up the analogy between Adorno’s theorising ofmusical reproduction and Freud’s
description of psychoanalytic interpretation and show it in practice — in the same manner as that
employed in psychoanalysis, the interpreter has access to the rationalization of the expressive
impulse, and must recover, departing from and going beyond the analysis, the creative gesture
which notation represents in fragmentary form. In both cases, we can understand the process as
a double negation - the structuring of indeterminable content within a rational structure, and

their recovery in the deconstruction of the secondary elaboration.
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