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‘Art after Auschwitz is barbaric’: cultural ideology of silence through the politics of representation.

Abstract

The phrase ‘To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’ detached as it is from Adorno’s cultural theory, exists as a sound bite. Its social reification fails to take into account the development of Adorno’s views on art after Auschwitz which are evidenced in his works. This paper addresses these issues both charting Adorno’s shifting views through a chronological examination of Adorno’s output 1949-69, and also suggesting their contextualisation in a wider social trend.

Resume

This paper addresses theme F: The representation of genocide in literature, art, film and music.

My recent thesis, which investigated competing discourses in the representation of genocide through post WWII art practice and theory, raises issues concerning values of agency through the social and cultural promotion of forms of representation. Implicit social controls, which govern the cultural representation of genocide are apparently grounded in solid foundations of cultural theory and endorsed through philosophical discourse. This paper focuses on one such foundation, the taboo, commonly referenced through media sources. T.W.Adorno’s phrase, ‘To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,’ has been frequently cited in post WWII culture in support of a prohibition against the representation of the Holocaust. This paper contextualizes the phrase within the chronology of Adorno’s shifting terrain, and questions why the phrase commanded such validation against the fact that its social deployment is not only misrepresentative of the complexity of Adorno’s philosophical and cultural theory, but also neglects his subsequent retractions. The emergegence of an ideology of silence is proposed, which, far from reflecting Adorno’s philosophical position, actually counterposes it. This paper examines issues of agency through power locations, manifestations of image control, and mystification. Issues raised concerning not only the cultural representation of genocide, warfare and occupation, but also agencies which inform their control, have timely implications to cultural and media disciplines in the volatile and combative times of our contemporary situation.

