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SUBJECT, SITE AND SIGHT :
FREUD AND TSCHUMI ON THE ACROPOLIS
Thea Brejzek, Lawrence Wallen

In June 2013, the authors, en route to Barcelona, were delayed in Athens. They found themselves
for the first time standing on the Acropolis and completing within a timeframe of twenty-four
hours the spatial narrative that is staged between the Parthenon, the remains of the Dionysian
Theatre on the Southern slopes of the Acropolis and, across the site of the theatre, the 2009
Acropolis Museum by French-Swiss Architect Bernard Tschumi and his Athens-based partner/
project architect Michael Photiadis.

“For-example, Lukianowicz {(1958) describes a case of autoscopy in which an architect observed a
complete duplicate of himself enter the room, merge with himself, and then depart again.”"

Self and Site

In a letter to Romain Rolland, on the occasion of the French writers 70th birthday, Sigmund Freud
reflected with acute clarity and analytical rigour on what he recognised to have been sensations of
derealisation, of depersonalisation and estrangement from self that he had experienced 30 years
earlier, in 1904, when he was travelling with this brother. Diverted by circumstance more than by a
conscious decisionto Athens rather than Corfu via Trieste, the brothers found themselves unhappy
by the change in destination, Sigmund markedly more so than his younger brother. Standing on
the Acropolis and gazing over the landscape, an uncanny thought had entered Freud’s mind: “Also
existiert das alles wirklich so, wie wir es auf der Schule gelernt haben?’ /'So does this all really exist
like we have learned it at school?” The experience seemed one of unreality, and Freud categorized
it as “A Disturbance of Memory” 2 during which he observed himself as separating into himself and
another whose perception of the situation was an entirely different one.

This other self, rather than expressing surprise at the reality of the Acropolis in the moment of its
direct experience, was astonished at how one could ever doubt the site’s existence.

The whole psychical situation which seems so confused and is so difficult to describe,
can be satisfactorily cleared up assuming that at the time | had (or might have had) a

momentary feeling: What | see here is not real. Such a feeling is known as a feeling of
derealisation. 3

Freud recalled the Athenian episode vividly, and explicitly incorporated it into his scientific work of
the uncovering of psychic powers and the mechanisms that lead to the formation of pathological
conditions, but he was not concerned with the site as a physical location where the here but
not here was so startlingly experienced, but rather with the roots of the phenomenon of the
reduplication of self. He identifies the distancing of self as enabling psychic defence (keeping
something at bay from the conscious), and as belonging to the mechanisms of repression.

52 SUBJECT, SITE AND SIGHT : FREUD AND TSCHUMI ON THE ACROPOLIS

TEEARRRLARLE

3 SENIERERARRRRE

-l

i eom
, fror

' i enon 10

pt olis Museum

\ A([Up

\
!

Beyond the value of Freud’s self-analysis in a psychoanalytical framework, the_”Distu_rbance of
Memory” throws into question an assumed unity of self and body: while Freud is looking at the
Acropolis, he is simultaneously observing himself looking at himself. And while Freud'’s very own
psychic spectacle of estrangement unfolded, Freud the analyst was intrigued as to the cause of
the phenomenon he was observing. The 84 year-old writes in the incidental letter to .Rolla‘nd, that
he traced the origins of the Athenian “Disturbance of Memory” back to a classical oedipal sntuatlo_n
between son and father, and Freud describes at length both the conflict with the father and his
subsequent feelings of guilt. The location of the event, the Acropolis itself,.the reader discovers,’
while of historical cultural significance, apparently actsasa symbolic catalyst for the event only. In
Freud’s analysis or: in his looking back, it is the Acropolis that stands for the son's foreign travel
without the father or, rather: the son’s travel instead of that of the father.

The iconic location becomes significant when its immediate surrounding is considered, as it is
inconceivable that Freud would not have caught sight of it: situated below the Parthenon and to
the South lie the remains and excavations of one of the main antique Greek amphitheatres, the
Theatre of Dionysos, a site dedicated to the act of looking, and, even more so, a site of the doup\e
act of looking. Actor and spectator are inextricably linked in this most basic theatrical convent!on
that comprises looking and being looked at. This convention or, agreement stipulates the merging
of individual viewers into an impermanent community — the audience - defined by the communal
act of looking at the same time and in the same space for the duration of the performance.

A temporary construction, fragile and unstable, it surfaces in Freud’s Acropolis episode qs a
theatre of memory and it opens up a triangle between site, actor-subject and spectator-subject
that is entirely linked by this act of looking, realized in performance through a constant feedback
loop between auditorium and stage, between actor and spectator.

Elginism

The concept of the feedback loop or: reverse or back projection, is not only central to theatrical
communication, but also helps to explain the workings of memory. Repeated processgs of
cortical reverse or back projection (between the hippocampus and the parahippocampal regtgns)
are thought to strengthen object recognition and object localisation and to support object

contextualisation and item association. *

in Freud'’s Athenian theatre of memory, reverse projections or feedbackloops between subject, site
and sight both split and strengthen self and identity. To Freud, the disturbing phenomenon of the
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reduplication of self is fascinating not as a pathological out-of-body-experience or schizophrenic
episode buF for its critical and discursive potential: on the stage, as the psychic mechanism of
reverse projection kicks into repeated action, the scopos, the watchman, relinquishes his authority
over the self (autos) and observes the performance of the (dual) selves instead.

This phenomenon, termed autoscopy, is both described as a Doppelganger experience 5 and as
the ‘complex psychosensorial hallucinatory perception of one’s own body image projected into
the external visual space’ ® in neurological and neuropsychological research. When applying the
concept of the autoscopic or Doppelganger experience across toward experience of site, the
Athgman site emerges uncannily, as a Doppelganger space, a space looking at itself today in a
spatial and contextual relationship to the Acropolis Museum, and then, in 1904, in relationship to
the forced absence of the majority of the original sculptural Parthenon frieze.

Between1801and 1805, the 7th Earl of Elgin had shipped many of the original Parthenon sculptures
and a large part of the Parthenon frieze to Scotland to decorate his castle. The artefacts that
became known as the Elgin Marbles were later sold to the British Museum where they remain
today under continued protest from the Greek government, and in a lasting reference to Elgin’s
pillage, the term elginism was coined to denote acts of cultural vandalism.

Of the griginal 115 blocks spanning a length of 160 meters, 50 meters are now exhibited in the
Acropolls Museum, while 75 meters remain in the British Museum. Other fragments are on display
in the Louvre, Palermo, the Vatican, Wurzburg, Vienna, Munich and Copenhagen. The sculptural
narrative that might be of the Panathenaic Procession or a representation of the founding myth

of the ci‘;y of Athens is a hybrid of original blocks and reproductions, cast from fragments and
blocks still owned by museums around the world.

Fig.2.

Location Plan
indicating positions
of Parthenon (A),

\\ Theatre of Dionysos

Forming a viewing axis or, axis of history, Tschumi’s Acropolis Museum from 2009 stands as an
_eleyate;d structure across from the ruins of the Dionysian theatre and opposite the Parthenon. It
is significant that the Dionysian theatre should be situated between the antique complex (to }ts
Nor‘chgrn side) and the new museum (to the South), and intersecting a direct path between the
two with its cavea (auditorium) facing the new museum as if it was conceived as an extension of
tr_1e proscenium (stage). It is the theatre, this heterotopia, that is able to layer, to transform and to
display memory {history) as described by Freud: in the crystalline moment of being in the absolute
present and at the same time observing the absolute present, history opens up revealing hidden
conflicts, constellations, layers of emotion and time.

54  SUBJECT, SITE AND SIGHT : FREUD AND TSCHUMI ON THE ACROPOLIS

EETARRE

(B), Acrapolis
Museum (C)

In the new Acropolis museum, that spans 8000m? of exhibition space spread over three floors,
Tschumi works with a layering system of base, middle and top. The first floor Is characterised by
its relationship to the archaeological excavation site of Makriyianna that is clearly visible through
the architect’s use of glass flooring and use of 92 slender pilotis that allow the structure to float
above the excavations.

The second and largest floor with a 10m ceiling height comprises the Main Galleries and houses a
diverse collection of artefacts related to the Acropolis, and it is this layer that relates spatially to
the geometry of the surrounding streets.

The third floor, known as the Parthenon Hall is the most relevant to our argument of teasing the
double act of looking from the architectural design. This layer is swivelled 23 degrees off the base
bringing it into parallel alignment with the Parthenon proper and dominating the view through
what is essentially a glass box placed upon the Main Gallery.

At this level, the Parthenon is laid out at a scale of 111 and becomes a spatial duplicate of the
original Parthenon temple but is brought down from its original 10-meter height to eye height.
Conceived as a coup de théatre, visitors enter at the exact same location where two holes where
blown open in the frieze by the Venetians while they attempted to secure the Acropolis from
the Ottoman Turks {(who where using it as a gunpowder magazine) in 1687. Thus, according to
Photiadis ‘we pass through the parts that have been destroyed forever.”’ ; :

Additionally, stainless steel tubes, representing the Doric columns of the Parthenon, carry |
fragments of the remaining frieze as well as darkened plaster copies that indicate j;he form and
positioning of those pieces that stubbornly remain in museums scattered across Europe.

Tschumi has described the project as an “Anti-Bilbao” 8 in reference to American architect Frank
Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao where the building has defined the site {in what has
become known as the Bilbao effect, the effect outstanding architecture can have on the city’s
socio-urban future). In Athens, Tschumi’s intention is the opposite: the building does not compete
with its context but rather reflects the significance of the site through a process of designing
“from the inside out” 9 creating what here is referred to as a Doppelganger or autoscapic space.

Tschumi elaborates this approach in a 2008 interview stating that:

| always use the materials rather than the forms in order to give expression to
building. | always say “Architecture is the materialisation of a concept”. It is always
very much about logic, as well as the simplicity and the clarity of the expression.
So if La Villette and this building have something in common, it is the clarity of the
concept.

The Conspiracy of the Double Act of Looking

The late Husserl says, “I do not have the possibility of distancing myself from my body, nor it
from me” ", describing a spatial unity of body and self that, even if desired, cannot be disrupted.
in what is an essentially topological thinking, experience is localized and space remains abstract,
if it is not defined through the body’s perception. Freud, on the contrary, celebrates nota desired
or assumed unity of body and self (experience) but recognises the unease of the estrangement
evoked as being of value. When Freud says, “What | see here is not real”, he embraces the elastic
properties of the self, evoked by the iconic Athenian site, as an analytical tool: the double act of
looking means to also be in the temporary possession of a double consciousness that allows for
deep levels of reflection.
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Spectators in the theatre of Dionysos, or any other theatre, anywhere and at any time, are
willing participants in the conspiracy of this double act of looking that produces the exact double
consciousness, the feeling of derealisation, that Freud describes 50 persuasively. In contrast to
the concept of a spatial unity between body and self, the autoscopic experience lifts the curtain
on the discursive and critical theatre of memory to a performance that unfolds from the rupture,
the splitting and the reduplication rather than from the affirmation of self,

Inarchitectural discourse, the consideration of autoscopy in conjunction with processes of reverse
projection, argued here to be performative practices that engage with site in a critical discursive
manner, poses a counterpart to phenomenological positions that speak of the identity of body
and self.

Before this background, Tschumi’s and Photiadis’s Acropolis Museum cannot be considered as an
entity, as a building by itself, and as such it demands no identity. Itis only through the autoscopic
event of the Acropolis looking at itself across the remnants of the antique amphitheatre that the
contested site reveals itself as the other self: the site that houses both absence and presence of
the artefacts that justify the building’s very existence. The Acropolis Museum that is looked at and
that in turn looks at the Acropolis is a Doppelganger space, a space that speaks, in negation, of
the potentiality of a whole.

Tschumi has called the site “polemical”, alluding to the controversy surrounding the exact location
of the museum building in an old residential precinct. Polemicalin the original meaning of the term,
as truth-finding, however, is also, and possibly much more so, the proposition of the curation and
exhibition of what has been removed, sold and resold and is now displayed as cultural bounty, as
spolia, in other nation’s historical museums.

Catching sight of themselves and each other across the theatre of Dionysos, the Parthenon and
Acropolis Museum are joined in a performative loop between presence and absence, present and
past, and embedded, as Walter Benjamin maintains, in history, that is ‘the subject of a structure
whose site is not homogenous empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now (Jetztzeit).»
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