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This essay undertakes an auto-theoretical inquiry into some dimensions of a 

IRUPDWLYH�FKLOGKRRG�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�LWV�HQGXULQJ�LQXHQFH�RQ�WKH�DXWKRU֢V�OLIH�
over six decades. At the core of the experience is the temporal proximity of the 

author’s birth to the unexpected death of his maternal uncle, a man who had re-

turned to post-Holocaust Vienna to pursue his dreams as a musician/conductor. 

The essay draws heavily on Freud’s classic “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917), 

and some subsequent readings of that essay, to frame and inform the discussion. 

It then teases out the relationship between melancholia and music (Steinberg 

2014) to illuminate some of the ways they have been entangled with the author’s 

capacities for self-formation, becoming, and creative expression.
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0XVLFDO�SUHOXGH

Opening 6RQDWLQD of Bach’s &DQWDWD�%:9����>UVW�����@�1

…is it not possible—I often wonder—that things we have felt with great 

intensity have an existence independent of our minds; are in fact still in exist-

HQFH"����,�IHHO�WKDW�VWURQJ�HPRWLRQ�PXVW�OHDYH�LWV�WUDFH��DQG�LW�LV�RQO\�D�TXHVWLRQ�
of discovering how we can get ourselves again attached to it, so that we shall 

be able to live our lives through from the start. (Woolf, 0RPHQWV�RI�%HLQJ, 67)

0HODQFKROLD��ZKRVH�GHQLWLRQ�XFWXDWHV�LQ�GHVFULSWLYH�SV\FKLDWU\��WDNHV�RQ�
various clinical forms the grouping together of which into a single unity does 

not seem to be established with certainty; and some of these forms suggest 

VRPDWLF�UDWKHU�WKDQ�SV\FKRJHQLF�DHFWLRQV֯:H�VKDOO�� WKHUHIRUH��IURP�WKH�
outset drop all claim to general validity for our conclusions. (Freud, “Mourn-

ing and Melancholia,” 243)

'LVWDQW�DQG�GDPS

7KLV�HVVD\�EHJLQV�LQ�9LHQQD��ZKHUH�,�YLVLWHG�IRU�WKH�UVW�WLPH�LQ������WR�SUHVHQW�D�
�GLHUHQW��SDSHU�DW�D�FRQIHUHQFH�RQ�֡0XVLF�DQG�'HDWK �֢2 I spent 10 days prior to the 

conference seeking traces, or “invisible presences” (Woolf 1985, 80) of an uncle, 

my mother’s brother, who studied and worked as a musician/conductor in Vienna 

EHWZHHQ������DQG������b�7KH�PRVW�VDOLHQW�IHDWXUHV�RI�WKH�VWRU\�UHODWH�WR�P\�XQ-

cle, a child refugee/survivor from Nazi Germany who returned to Europe (from 

Australia) to pursue his ambitions and career as a musician in Vienna (the city of 

music); that he died there suddenly, in early 1960, just 6 weeks after I was born; 

that his sister (my mother) experienced shattering grief around her brother’s sudden 

death, an event that informed and infused the milieu in which I was nurtured as 

an infant; that the conjunction of music, death, and Vienna constituted, by virtue 

of these circumstances, some fundamental ground of my being; that, although we 

never met directly, the stories and mythology surrounding my uncle’s life haunted 

me from a very early age; and that, working through these archives materially, 

psycho-emotionally, intellectually, and creatively, has been a much-needed lubri-

FDQW�IRU�D�VHGLPHQWHG�ORVV�WKDW�EXLOW�XS�RYHU�PDQ\�\HDUV�b�,Q�FRPELQDWLRQ��WKHVH�



23Gary Levy

various features, threads, excursions, and musings comprise a form of auto-theory, 

DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�֥FRQQHFW�DHFW�WR�HYHU\GD\�OLIH�RU�WR�DWWHQG�WR�WKH�UHVRQDQW�ODQGVFDSH�
between the personal and the historical” (Wiegman 2020, 7).

The research I undertook in preparation for attending the ‘Music and Death’ con-

ference in Vienna allowed me (albeit tentatively and tenuously), to align some of 

my movements and activities with those I imagined my uncle to have undertaken, 

as a musician in Vienna, in the second half of the 1950s. These movements and 

activities included a visit to the music academy where he studied; attending con-

certs in venues which he would also have frequented and performed in; meeting 

a few of the aging musicians with whom he played; and locating the addresses of 

apartments where he had resided.

Tracing the last years of my uncle’s life in Vienna also generated some very potent 

moments which included: unexpectedly encountering his lingering spirit in the 

hospital where he died; listening to a recording of him playing the French horn, 

while standing alongside his original place of burial; singing out the notes, and 

shaping the musical phrases as he produced them; phrasing the melodic line with 

him and thereby sharing the very breath (co-inspiring) that had once kept him 

alive; realizing that I could continue to breathe with him through that record-

ing of his horn-playing, as the music was being produced by his (living) breath; 

registering the paradox of him being simultaneously alive (in his playing) yet 

RWKHUZLVH�GHDG��LQ�KLV�RZQ�UHDOLW\���RHULQJ��LQ�VRQJ�DQG�FKDQW��EHODWHG�DQG�FRQ-

soling prayers on behalf of his parents, his sister, his lover—none of whom were 

able to attend his actual funeral in the =HQWUDOIULHGKRI, Vienna; experiencing some 

of my own delayed grief and belated mourning for the uncle I never knew, who 

died so suddenly, many years ago, just prior to his thirtieth birthday (Levy 2020).

0RXUQLQJ�DQG�PHODQFKROLD

$UJXDEO\�WKH�PRVW�VLJQLFDQW�DVSHFW�RI�)UHXG֢V�HVVD\�RQ�֥0RXUQLQJ�DQG�0HO-
ancholia” (1917/1955) is the way he couples mourning and melancholia, both 

URRWHG�LQ�HLWKHU�DFWXDO�DQG�RU�DHFWLYH�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�ORVV��)RU�)UHXG��SDWKRORJ-

ical melancholia is characterized by “a profoundly painful dejection, cessation of 

interest in the outside world, loss of the capacity to love, inhibition of all activity, 

DQG�D�ORZHULQJ�RI�WKH�VHOI�UHJDUGLQJ�IHHOLQJV�WR�D�GHJUHH�WKDW�QGV�XWWHUDQFH�LQ�
self-reproaches and self-revilings” (244). Freud suggests that “the same painful 

frame of mind” characterizes mourning, with the “absence of self-regard” being 

the “one exception” (244). The other key point of distinction for Freud is that 
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the melancholic person may know “ZKRP he [sic] has lost but not ZKDW he has 

lost in him [sic]” (emphasis original, 245). This would suggest that melancholia 

is in some way related to an object-loss that is withdrawn from consciousness, in 

contradistinction to mourning.

Within this schema, qualities of the lost object remain unknown to the mel-

ancholic, and the content or details pertaining to this lost object remain (in 

the) unconscious. Freud suggests that the ongoing unknownness (and perhaps 

unknowability) of certain qualities belonging to the lost object inhibits the mel-

ancholic’s capacity for knowing and/or becoming themselves (through building 

a strong and healthy ego). The melancholic remains predisposed to “an extraor-

dinary diminution in self-regard,” and an “impoverishment of …ego on a grand 

scale” (245-6). For Freud, the whole “complex of melancholia behaves like an 

open wound” (253).

Again, for Freud (1917/1955), “mourning impels the ego to give up the object by 

declaring the object to be dead” (257). Melancholia, however, in Butler’s reading, 

“refuses to make any such declaration, [and thus] denies speech” (Butler 1997, 185), 

perhaps thereby also throwing into doubt the truth/actuality of the object’s loss. 

%XWOHU�RXWOLQHV�WKH�VSDWLDOL]LQJ�HHFWV�RI�)UHXG֢V�FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ�RI�PHODQFKRO\��
She reads his conception of melancholy as “precisely what interiorizes the psyche” 

(170), understood through the way melancholia “initiates a variable boundary 

between the psychic and the social, a boundary…that distributes and regulates 

the psychic sphere in relation to prevailing norms of social regulation” (171). 

Thus, for Butler, “our ability to refer to the psyche through tropes of internality 

DUH�WKHPVHOYHV�HHFWV�RI�D�PHODQFKROLF�FRQGLWLRQ֦�������

In Butler’s reading of Freud, the melancholic subject incorporates, and thus be-

comes, some of the loss or abandonment it is unable to accept in relation to the 

object. Freud writes how “the shadow of the object fell upon the ego” (1917/1955, 

249), and Butler notes the “biblical cadence” accompanying this reference to the 

“shadow of death” (1997, 187). In this reading, “melancholia operates in a direction 

directly counter to narcissism” (187). Whereas the narcissist is able to “control love, 

even when that narcissism appears to give way to object-love,” the melancholic 

is left “impoverished, wanting” (187), an expression or embodiment of the object 

loss. “In narcissistic love, the other contracts my abundance. In melancholia, I 

contract the other’s absence” (187).
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Ruti (2006) suggests that “melancholia begins to give way to narrativization, 

LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��DQG�DSSOLFDWLRQ֦�ZKHQ�֥WKH�RWKHU֢V�OLPLW�KDV�EHHQ�UPO\�VHW֞ZKHQ�
there is no longer a convenient place for the subject’s fantasies to attach themselves 

to” (183). Although I did not fully comprehend it at the time, my encounters in 

9LHQQD�SXQFWXUHG�WKH�֥PHODQFKRO\�W֦��.HDWV������������WKDW�UVW�EHJDQ�WR�IDOO�RQ�
me through my mother’s grief and mourning, immediately following the sudden 

death of her beloved brother in early February 1960. Brennan (2004) usefully 

LGHQWLHV�DQ�֥HQHUJHWLF�GLPHQVLRQ֦�����WR�WKH�WUDQVPLVVLRQ�RI�DHFW��DQG�WKH�ZD\�
LQ�ZKLFK�RQH�SHUVRQ�FDQ�FDUU\�WKH�֥DHFWLYH�EXUGHQ�RI�DQRWKHU֦������)URP�DQ�HDUO\�
age, and consistent with Freud’s formulation, I became aware of ‘whom’ the lost 

object was, through his name and limited stories about him; but not ‘what’ he 

was, in substance, as a man, son, brother, musician, aspiring artist, friend, lover, 

colleague, dreamer. Nevertheless, also in keeping with Freud’s schema of the mel-

ancholic, the actual lived qualities of my dead uncle remained unknown to me, 

while the memories of those who knew and loved him, remained either underar-

ticulated (too painful to endure, given his death) or buried in their unconscious.

$V�TXRWHG�DERYH��)UHXG�URXQGHG�R�KLV�LQLWLDO�VFKHPD�E\�UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�֥ZKROH�
complex of melancholia” as acting like an “open wound.” This wound, for Freud, 

manifests a variety of negative and constraining forces on a developing or healthy 

ego. The Freudian analysis of the relationship between mourning (the death of 

a love object) and melancholia (the sedimented, persistent aftermath of that loss) 

resonated truly for me, more than other discourses or prior modes of analysis 

(including various periods of psychotherapy). In a profound way, my uncle’s death 

became a wound that marked and weighed upon my character for many years, 

right up until the time I began preparing for the Vienna conference in 2017.

6XVSHQGHG�VXUYLYDO

Ultimately, the melancholic has to work with and/or through a central dilemma, 

that being “whether to follow the lost object into death or to seize the opportunity 

to live” (Butler 1997, 192). Such challenges may require “redirecting rage against the 

ORVW�RWKHU��GHOLQJ�WKH�VDQFWLW\�RI�WKH�GHDG�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�OLIH��>DQG�RU@�UDJLQJ�
against the dead in order not to join them” (193). Survival, in this context, becomes 

“not precisely the opposite of melancholia, but what melancholia puts in suspension” 

�������5HJDUGOHVV�RI�WKH�HRUWV�DQG�GHJUHHV�RI�VXFFHVV�LQ�UXSWXULQJ�֥WKH�PHODQFKROLF�
ELQG��WKHUH�LV�QR�QDO�UHSULHYH�IURP�WKH�DPELYDOHQFH�DQG�QR�QDO�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI�
mourning from melancholia” (193). Butler’s reference to survival as that which 

melancholia puts in suspension invites further consideration and extrapolation.



26 Musicholia, or, Variations on a Melancholic Subject

CAPACIOUS

%DUDLWVHU��������H[SORUHV�VRPH�RI�WKH�֥DHFWLYHO\�GXOO�RU�REGXUDWH�WHPSRUDOLWLHV֦�
(2) that can operate for some who encounter bereavement, dislocation, incarcer-

ation, existential negation, the rupture of historical memory, psychoanalysis, and 

RWKHU�IRUPV�RI�GHOD\�DQG�ZDLWLQJ��,Q�HDFK�RI�KHU�FDVH�VWXGLHV��WKH�QRUPDO�RZ�
of time has been interrupted or suspended, necessitating that time or duration 

EH�GLHUHQWO\�HQGXUHG��%DUDLWVHU�LV�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�ZKDW�D�VWXG\�RI�WKRVH�OLYLQJ�LQ�
suspended time with their “persistent attachments,” including to “those who are 

dead” (1), can tell us about our capacities to survive and care both in the present 

and into the future. Integral to this exploration is Baraitser’s recognition of the 

way in which Butler’s reading of Freud’s “melancholic processes” points to the 

force that generates, mediates, and governs interiority and sociality (42). Baraitser 

refers to these processes as creating “a sliver of a gap between subject and object, 

and in doing so internal and external worlds are instituted” (43).

$�VOLYHU�RI�D�JDS

Butler and Baraitser’s interest in the co-constitutive nature of the internal and 

WKH�VRFLDO�ERWK�UHHFWV�DQG�LQIRUPV��EXW�DOVR�RYHUODSV�DQG�GRYHWDLOV�ZLWK��YDULRXV�
conceptual and methodological ‘turns’ over recent decades from the post-struc-

WXUDO�DQG�GLVFXUVLYH�� WKURXJK�WKH�FRUSRUHDO�DQG�DHFWLYH�� WR� WKH�SRVW�KXPDQ��
more-than, and other-than-human. The disruption and subversion of binaries, 

as well as the blurring of boundaries through these turns, has made possible dif-

IHUHQW�DQG�GLHULQJ�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�VHOI��WKRXJKW��NQRZOHGJH��EHLQJ��EHFRPLQJ��
action and change. Blackman (2012), for example, seeks to dissolve notions of a 

solid and singular subject in favor of “a concern with those processes, practices, 

VHQVDWLRQV�DQG�DHFWV�WKDW�PRYH�WKURXJK�ERGLHV�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�DUH�GLௗFXOW�WR�VHH��
XQGHUVWDQG�DQG�LQYHVWLJDWH֦��L[���:LWKLQ�WKH�VOLYHU�RI�WKH�JDS�WRR��DHFW�LV�֥ERUQ�
in LQ�EHWZHHQ�QHVV and resides as accumulative EHVLGH�QHVV” (emphasis original, 

Seigworth & Gregg 2010, 2). Whatever the slippery or elusive dimensions may 

EH��֥DHFW�DFWV֦��LV�֥SXW�WR�ZRUN֦�DQG�֥RSHUDWLRQDOL]HG֦��6HLJZRUWK������������QRW�
EHLQJ�D�WRRO�IRU�DQDO\VLV�RU�UHHFWLRQ�

Ngai’s analysis of “ugly feelings” (2005) provides a useful bridge. Firstly, her 

primary aim is to explore “situations of suspended agency” (1). This aligns with 

the notion of melancholia placing survival “in suspension”, as well as the nature 

and potentialities of suspended time, explored by Baraitser. Secondly, Ngai de-
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QHV�WRQH��LQ� OLWHUDWXUH��OP��DQG�FULWLFDO� WKHRU\��DV�֥WKH�GLDOHFWLF�RI�REMHFWLYH�
and subjective feeling that our aesthetic encounters inevitably produce… [and 

whose] power resides precisely in its amorphousness” (30). This reference to ‘our 

aesthetic encounters’ points more directly to my particular interest in music, and 

how music and melancholia are entangled and mutually constitutive.

Grant (2020) draws some sharp and convincing parallels between the reciprocal 

ZRUNLQJV�RI�PXVLF�WKHRU\�DQG�D�IRUP�RI�DHFW�WKHRU\�LQ�HDUO\���WK�FHQWXU\�(X-

URSH��DQG�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�FRQWHPSRUDU\�WKHRULHV�RI�DHFW�DOVR�֥VRXQG�VR�PXVLFDO֦�
(20). He highlights key musical terms like resonance, vibration, and attunement 

that are also used in “paradigmatic or explanatory ways” (20) by recent and cur-

UHQW�DHFW� WKHRULVWV��*XDWWDUL� �������� IRU�H[DPSOH��ZURWH�RI�֥GLVFRUGDQFH֦�DQG�
“ULWRUQHOOL]DWLRQV” (emphasis original, 70), and the need for (psycho-) analysis to 

JLYH�WKH�֥LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�SKDQWDVPV�DQG�֥GLVSODFHPHQW�RI�DHFWV֦�D�֥QHZ�֡VWDYH֢�
in the musical sense of the word” (78). Drawing partly on this call from Guatta-

ri, Seigworth (2003) re-views and reframes Freud’s well-known account of his 

grandson’s IRUW�GD game as “a kind of rhythmic movement and provisional song…

for staking out momentary order in the midst of chaos” (96).

0XVLFDO�LQWHUOXGH

$GDJLR from the Brahms )�PDMRU�3LDQR�4XLQWHW�2S���� [start at around 15:50]3

0XVLF�DQG�PHODQFKROLD

Steinberg (2014) notes that a certain “mood of melancholy” (288) appears to 

LQKDELW��KDXQW"��DOO�PXVLF��UHJDUGOHVV�RI�ZKHQ�DQG�ZKHUH�LW�ZDV�FUHDWHG��6WHLQ-

berg also makes the bold and risky assertion that “melancholy is the condition 

of music—all�PXVLF֦��HPSKDVLV�RULJLQDO��������+H�MXVWLHV�WKLV�WRWDOL]LQJ�FODLP�
�֡DOO�PXVLF֢��ZLWK�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�֥KHXULVWLF�SUHFHGHQW֦� ������RHUHG�E\�)UHXG�
FRQFHUQLQJ�DOO�GUHDPV�IXQFWLRQLQJ�DV�ZLVK�IXOOPHQWV��HYHQ�ZKHQ�ZH�KDYH�QLJKW-
PDUHV��RU�QG�RXU�ZLVKHV�GLVJXLVHG�LQ�FHUWDLQ�ZD\V�ZLWKLQ�WKH�GUHDP���*LYHQ�WKLV�
foundation and corollary, our interest needs to be primarily with “the music itself” 

(290) (as with the dream content, for Freud), rather than with the composer, or 

the listener. For Steinberg, “music is melancholic in relation to its own desire” 

(290). As an ostensible subject with its own desire, music “wants to speak and to 

VSHDN�LPSRUWDQWO\֦�\HW��WKLV�LV�DQ�֥XQIXOOODEOH�ZLVK֦�ZKLFK�WKXV�EHFRPHV�֥WKH�
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source of its melancholia” (290) just as melancholia, in Butler’s reading of Freud, 

“denies speech” (Butler 1997, 185). Musical melancholia, therefore, is “an epistemic 

predicament” given music’s inability to speak “importantly” (i.e. meaningfully or 

VHOI�NQRZLQJO\��RU�WKXV��WR�IXOOO�LWV�RZQ�GHVLUH��6WHLQEHUJ������������

Music, as a non-representational mode of expression, is always confronted with, 

and destabilized by its inherent inability to fully articulate and communicate 

what it wants and means to say. Steinberg’s primary “purview” (2014, 290) is 

19th century European classical music, although the line he traces is from Mozart 

(late 18th century) to Schoenberg (early 20th century). Steinberg proposes that 

VRPH�RI�WKLV�PXVLF�GHYHORSHG�LWV�RZQ�֥FWLRQ�RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\֦�ZKLFK�HQDEOHG�LW�WR�
“embody melancholy, not as a descriptive or correlative of human mood, but as a 

function of its own inner life” (Steinberg 2014, 291; see also 2004). This claim is 

as provocative as it is compelling, and if we permit it (at least for the sake of the 

excursions here), then some of what Steinberg refers to as 19th century “modern 

music” also “knows its own melancholy” (291).

For Steinberg (2014), much music remains bound by its own “anxiety of articu-

lation” (295) and this anxiety is “what makes melancholy the condition of music” 

������� ,Q�UHVSRQVH� WR� WKLV�DQ[LHW\��6WHLQEHUJ�SLQSRLQWV�D�֥HHWLQJ�PHODQFKRO\�
moment” in Beethoven’s 1LQWK�6\PSKRQ\��WKH�PRPHQW�ZKHUH�PXVLF��UVW"��PDQ-

ifested “the self-awareness of its own inarticulacy” (299). This self-awareness 

produced what can be seen (and heard) as a demand “from within itself, [for] the 

status of speech” (297). As the anxiety of articulation could not be resolved in 

purely musical terms, or tones, Beethoven introduced the voice (and words) of 

WKH�VLQJHU�LQ�WKH�QDO�PRYHPHQW�RI�WKH�1LQWK�6\PSKRQ\, declaring emphatically, 

‘2�)UHXQGH��QLFKW�GLHVH�7¸QH�’ (‘O friends, not these sounds!’).

Music’s inherent anxiety of articulation is symptomatic of “the gap between 

music and speech, between music and meaning, between music and the world” 

(Steinberg 2014, 310). For Steinberg, “this is the melancholia of music itself, the 

predicament that gives music so much rhetorical and emotional importance for 

modern listeners” (310). At the very heart of this predicament, however, Steinberg 

DOVR�LGHQWLHV�D�SDUDGR[��֥WKURXJK�LWV�YHU\�LQDUWLFXODF\�֦ �PXVLF�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�KDV�
inherent within it “an unsignifying precision that speech itself may not be able 

to attain” (310). In ways that perhaps cannot (and need not) be fully explained 

or understood, but may still be heard and felt, music can sometimes express and 
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communicate itself with more clarity, directness, and emotional intensity than the 

language of speech. To cite the perfectly pithy formulation by Mendelssohn with 

which Steinberg also concludes his argument: “What any music I love expresses 

to me, is not thought too LQGHࣾQLWH to be put into words, but on the contrary, too 

GHࣾQLWH” (emphasis original, Mendelssohn 1878, 276).

Steinberg’s references to “romantic, enabling melancholy” (e.g. 2014, 304) have 

their own history and varieties of theorization (e.g. Del Nevo 2008). Keats’s 

sublime 2GH�RQ�0HODQFKRO\ (Keats 1917, 246-7) might also be the exception that 

proves the rule in relation to Steinberg’s aforementioned paradox. In the poem, 

.HDWV�VXFFHVVIXOO\�FRQMXUHV�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�PHODQFKRO\֢V�DHFWLYH�TXDOLWLHV�WKURXJK�
the way she manages, in her “veil’d” and “sovran shrine,” to capture us mortals in 

KHU�֥7HPSOH�RI�'HOLJKW �֦b�,Q�WKH�RSHQLQJ�VWDQ]D�RI�WKH�.HDWV�2GH there are multi-

ple, emphatic refusals to succumb to any urge to remedy “the wakeful anguish of 

the soul” in a decisive way. Melancholy is presented as source and guide towards 

a more soulful embrace of Life’s beauty and goodness, despite (or even because 

RI��/LIH֢V�WUDQVLHQFH�b�:H�H[SHULHQFH�PHODQFKRO\�LQ�DOO�KHU�ZHLJKWLQHVV��֥ZKHQ�WKH�
PHODQFKRO\�W�VKDOO�IDOO�6XGGHQ�IURP�KHDYHQ�֦ �7KLV�IDOO�LV�֥OLNH�D�ZHHSLQJ�FORXG�
7KDW�IRVWHUV�WKH�GURRS�KHDGHG�RZHUV�DOO�֦ �7KHVH�DOOXVLRQV�WR�IDOOLQJ��ZHHSLQJ��
and drooping deftly capture feelings constitutive of melancholy atmospherics 

such as heaviness, lachrymosity, enervation.

While Ruti (2006), echoing Keats, acknowledges melancholia as a necessary 

condition for psychic (or soulful) health, she also argues the need for the subject 

WR�֥QG�LWV�ZD\�RXW�RI�PHODQFKROLF�HQWRPEPHQW֦��������7KLV�LPDJH�RZHV�PRUH�
to Freud than it does to Keats. For Ruti, the melancholic subject works through 

“the sources of its despair—by digging deeply into the tender terrain of its loss-

es” in order, ultimately, to be able to “accede to the kind of intuition that leads 

to self-understanding [and creative expression]” (166-7). Even when the subject 

manages to transcend their condition and “translate melancholia into meaning” 

(167), Ruti notes that such an act of transcendence “does not have to be—and 

rarely is—permanent” (167). Keats’s poetic insights are palpably embodied in 

the musical examples threaded through this essay. Each exudes melancholic ten-

dencies, and music’s knowledge of its own melancholy, compellingly. Thus, the 

opening 6RQDWLQD of Bach’s &DQWDWD�%:9����placed as the musical prelude beneath 

the keywords at the beginning; and the $GDJLR from the Brahms )�PDMRU�3LDQR�
4XLQWHW�2S������SODFHG�DV�WKH�UVW�PXVLFDO�LQWHUOXGH�DW�WKH�VWDUW�RI�WKLV�VHFWLRQ�
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The Prelude to Act 3 of Wagner’s 'LH�0HLVWHUVLQJHU�YRQ�1¾UQEXUJ4�LV�RHUHG�KHUH�
as a third musical interlude. The more intimate we become with these musical 

examples, the more we might sense, feel, and perhaps even ‘see’ the weeping 

FORXGV��WKH�GURRSLQJ�RZHU�KHDGV��WKH�ZHLJKW\�IDOO�IURP�KHDYHQ�WKDW�WKH\��DQG�
melancholia) elicit. However, it is beyond both my technical abilities and the scope 

RI�WKLV�HVVD\��WR�DWWHPSW�DQ\�FORVHU�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�PXVLF�RHUHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�
this discussion. As the narrator in Clarice Lispector’s $JXD�9LYD declares, “You 

don’t understand music: you hear it” (Lispector 2012a, 4).

The chosen extract of Wagner (above) also features the German conductor Wil-

helm Furtwängler, still considered to be one of the greatest exponents of the art, 

despite his complex maneuverings during the Nazi period in Germany and else-

where in Europe (Cowan 2017). Furtwängler’s performances became entangled 

in the Nazi appropriation and tainting of the German music tradition such that, 

when listening to his recordings, we also hear Furtwängler trying to salvage 

VRPHWKLQJ�RI�WKDW�ORVW�WUDGLWLRQ��)RU�ľLĿHN���������ZKHQ�ZH�OLVWHQ�WR�)XUWZ¦Q-

gler’s recordings, we long to capture “not the organic immediacy of classical 

music but rather the organic-immediate experience of the loss itself” (661). Thus, 

IRU�ľLĿHN��D�IDVFLQDWLRQ�ZLWK�)XUWZ¦QJOHU�LV�֥PHODQFKRO\�DW�LWV�SXUHVW֦�EHFDXVH�RI�
this urge to (re) connect with “the very original gesture” (661) of the loss.

0XVLF�DQG�GHDWK�LQ�9LHQQD��DQG�HOVHZKHUH

It is necessary to underline the fortuitous coincidence and convergence of the 2017 

‘Music and Death’ conference in Vienna. Had the conference been scheduled for 

any other city in the world, even the city where I reside (Melbourne, Australia) 

,�ZRXOG�XQOLNHO\�KDYH�KDG�PRUH�WKDQ�D�HHWLQJ�LQWHUHVW�LQ�LW��+RZHYHU��WKH�SHU-
sonal resonances in the music/death/Vienna nexus were as profound as they were 

immediate and as alluring as they were frightening. In the inquiry, I cast myself 

as the ‘posthumous nephew,’ albeit born just before the death of my uncle. In this 

mode, my primary task was to come to know more about my uncle and gain 

FORVHU�SUR[LPLW\�WR�WKH�ODVW�\HDUV�RI�KLV�OLIH��LQ�9LHQQD���LQ�RUGHU�WR��QDOO\"��JULHYH�
his sudden and tragic departure from the world. When it came to developing a 

suitable form and mode for the conference presentation, the selection of musical 

items to accompany the text I composed, and the images I selected, were crucial 
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(Levy, 2020). I later came to understand the presentation as a form of belated 

eulogizing (Davis et al 2016), whereby the encounter with death was treated as 

“a subject of aesthetic design” (Hedtke & Winslade 2017, 161).

I was not aware, in those months of preparation (or even when I was in Vienna), 

WKDW�,�ZDV�DOVR�ZRUNLQJ�WR�GLVFRYHU�PRUH�DERXW��DQG�QG�ZD\V�WR�JDLQ�VRPH�UH-

lief (and release) from my chronic melancholia. Baraitser’s (2017) work is again 

useful here. It can help to think through how melancholia had put my survival 

‘in suspension,’ enough to keep me alive, but unable to thrive. Baraitser also 

conceptualizes “chronicity” as having a vital allegiance with “natality rather than 

PRUWDOLW\֦��������,Q�WKLV�VFKHPD��֥QHZQHVV�LV�QHLWKHU�EUHDFK��UXSWXUH�RU�DVK��EXW�D�
quiet noticing that something remains, which is the permanent capacity to begin 

again” (188). The Vienna conference, unexpectedly, provided opportunities to 

(re) activate that natality, and the capacity for newness to open up in/through/

around me.

$�ZDQGHULQJ�ZRQGHULQJ�-HZ

Ruti (2006) suggests that “it [sometimes] even happens that we come to view 

our entire life in relation to a single mythological moment—a turning point or a 

sea change—and the rest of our lives, what we do, experience, and dream about, 

comes to be interpreted in relation to this moment” (201). I cannot be certain that 

my uncle’s sudden death in my infancy was that ‘single mythological moment,’ but 

I have been wondering a lot more about such a possibility in my post-conference 

UHVHDUFK��UHHFWLRQV��DQG�DXWR�WKHRUHWLFDO�H[FXUVLRQV��,Q�DQ�DVWXWH��SDVVLQJ�FRP-

ment on W.G. Sebald’s eponymous central character in $XVWHUOLW], Halberstam 

�������LGHQWLHV�֥D�PHQDFLQJ�DE\VV�LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�KLV�DXWRELRJUDSK\֦�������7KLV�
image and atmosphere of a ‘menacing abyss’ is an apt description of the psy-

cho-emotional proximity I had to my uncle’s untimely death and the enduring 

LQWHQVLW\�RI�KLV�GHDWK�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�P\�VXEMHFWLYLW\�DQG�DHFWLYH�FDSDFLWLHV�

As a non-Jewish German, born in 1944, Sebald regarded the Holocaust—includ-

ing the moral universe that imploded through the years of the second world war, 

and the trauma and denial in German society that persisted after the end of World 

:DU�,,֞WR�EH�WKH�PRVW�GHQLQJ�HYHQW�RI�KLV�H[LVWHQFH��WKH�KHDUW�RI�KLV�DE\VV��RQH�
FRXOG�VD\���,Q�GLHUHQW�ZD\V��DQG�RQ�PDQ\�OHYHOV��WKLV�+RORFDXVW�HYHQW�WKDW�6HEDOG�
was born into constituted the impetus, fuel, and substance of his major literary 

works. The senses of outrage, shame, guilt, and responsibility for the mass mur-

GHUV�RQ�DQ�XQSUHFHGHQWHG�VFDOH�ZHUH�LPSHUDWLYH�DQG�GHQLWLYH�IRU�6HEDOG��6DQWQHU�
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(2006) suggests Sebald’s “saturnine gaze” (62) generates “apocalyptic darkenings, 

moments where the last traces of light are, as it were, sucked back into black holes 

of despair and pain” (61). Sebald describes one of his characters, Ambros Adel-

ZDUWK�DV�JLYLQJ�WKH�LPSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�KH�ZDV�֥OOHG�ZLWK�VRPH�DSSDOOLQJ�JULHI֯
every casual utterance, every gesture, his entire deportment…was tantamount 

to a constant pleading for leave of absence” (Sebald 1996, 111). Adelwarth’s trau-

ma-by-association had left him “longing for an extinction as total and irreversible 

as possible of his capacity to think and remember” (114). Santner (2006) suggests 

that Sebald perfected a “dark beauty” (63) in his writing that produces, paradox-

ically, enormous pleasure for many readers. This is the same pleasure, I would 

suggest, that one can hear and feel in examples of music-embodied melancholia, 

or the music that knows its own melancholy.

Santner (2006) is interested in the way Sebald “invokes the dimension of un-
GHDGQHVV, the space between real and symbolic death…the ultimate domain of 

creaturely life” (emphasis original, xx). The essential quality of the ‘undead’ owes 

D�GHEW�WR��:DOWHU��%HQMDPLQ֢V�SDUDGR[LFDO�QRWLRQ�RI�֥SHWULHG�XQUHVW֦��%HQMDPLQ�
1985, 40), with Benjamin (and his work) being “the ultimate embodiment” of 

PHODQFKROLD��6DQWQHU������������RU�WKH�XOWLPDWH�֥JXUH�RI�PHODQFKROLD֦��/DF�������
����b�$ORQJ�VLPLODU�OLQHV��5HVWXFFLD��������UHJDUGV�6HEDOG֢V�XVH�RI�SKRWRJUDSKV�LQ�
KLV�QRYHOV�DV�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�֥HHFW�D�UHWXUQ�RI�WKH�GHDG֦��������7KLV��IRU�5HVWXFFLD��
is one of the ways in which Sebald (also through certain characters and narrative 

voices) seeks to “bear witness to an unforgettable forgotten wound…that gaping 

wound in twentieth century German history” (316-317).

The image of an ‘unforgettable forgotten…gaping wound’ echoes Freud’s 

(1917/1955) reference to the melancholic’s ‘open wound’ discussed earlier in this 

essay. As indicated in letters remaining in the family archives (private collection), 

my uncle was acutely aware of how the old Nazi network and ongoing anti-Sem-

itism in Vienna (and beyond) were continuing to limit, if not actually work 

against his career aspirations as an orchestral conductor. Certain (non-Jewish) 

WHDFKHUV�DQG�FROOHDJXHV�FRQUPHG�WKLV�VXVSLFLRQ�WR�KLP��R�WKH�UHFRUG���$�UHFHQW�
study by Leeb (2018) details in a bold and scholarly manner how the Austrians, 

en masse, were (and perhaps still are) unable to accept their collective guilt and 

responsibility for Nazi complicity, following the German invasion in 1938 (see 

also Steinberg 2000).
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Given this ongoing reluctance and resistance to “touch their shameful past” (Leeb 

2019, 80), the ‘gaping wound’ in 20th century Austrian history could be considered, 

arguably, even more raw and festering than the German one that Sebald tended to 

VR�XQLQFKLQJO\��DQG�GHOLFDWHO\��7KLV�ZDV�WKH�VDPH�ZRXQG�ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�P\�XQFOH�
KDG�WULHG�WR�IRUJH�D�PXVLFDO�FDUHHU��$IWHU�QHDUO\�YH�\HDUV�LQ�9LHQQD��KH�KDG�UHVROYHG�
to take his chances elsewhere (in the UK, or the US, or even back in Australia), 

exiling himself from the home and heartland of the music he adored, to pursue his 

professional aspirations and artistic goals without compromising his moral integrity 

(or jeopardizing his personal safety). His Jewishness was not the sole determining 

IDFWRU��EXW�LW�ZDV�D�VLJQLFDQW�RQH��$V�LW�WUDQVSLUHG��WKLV�ZDV�DOVR�WKH�SRLQW�DW�ZKLFK�
fate intervened and eliminated all future wandering, and wondering, for him.

$�PHODQFKROLF�PXVLFLDQ

As a Jew and musician living in the ‘open wound’ of 1950s Vienna and central 

Europe, my uncle could not have avoided experiencing the complexities and con-

tradictions, “the collision, or mutual imbroglio, of history and psyche” (Rose 2003, 

����VHH�DOVR�6WHLQEHUJ��������$IWHU�DOO��KH�HG�ZLWK�KLV�IDPLO\�IURP�*HUPDQ\�LQ�
May 1939, none too soon. He was nine years old at that time, unavoidably aware 

of his circumstances. Other members of his/our family were exterminated in death 

FDPSV��:KHQ�RU�KRZ�ZDV�KH�DEOH�WR�JULHYH�DQG�PRXUQ�WKHLU�WUDJLF�HOLPLQDWLRQ"�7R�
return to Europe, just ten years after the end of WWII, was also a hugely daring 

DQG�IUDXJKW�DFW��)RU�QHDUO\�YH�\HDUV��KH�OLYHG�DQG�SXUVXHG�KLV�PXVLFDO�DQG�DUWLV-
tic dreams, under no illusions about the obstacles he was facing. Yet the passion 

VXVWDLQHG�KLP�VXௗFLHQWO\��,W�LV�TXLWH�OLNHO\�WKDW�ZKHQ�KH�ZDV�EXULHG�LQ�WKH�-HZLVK�
section of the =HQWUDOIULHGKRI Vienna in February 1960, many of the Jewish graves 

were still showing signs of having been desecrated during the years of Nazi occu-

pation and collaboration. It is painful to imagine his funeral taking place, without 

any immediate family, or music, amidst these violations.

Ruti (2006) argues that, in the context of (self) analysis, meaning-making remains 

֥WKH�NLQG�RI�LQQLWHO\�XLG�SURFHVV�ZKLFK��LGHDOO\�DW�OHDVW��WHDFKHV�WKH�VXEMHFW�WKDW�
WKH�SDVW�LV�QHYHU�LUUHYRFDEO\�[HG�RU�FORVHG�R��EXW�LQVWHDG�UHPDLQV�SHUPHDEOH�WR�
retrospective acts of reinterpretation” (200). It is through such acts of reinterpre-

tation that I have been able to discover how my uncle’s untimely death, coincident 

with my then-recent arrival in the world, produced sedimentations of grief through 

and within my facilitating environment (Winnicott 1965), that have had a last-
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LQJ�LPSDFW�DQG�LQXHQFH�RQ�P\�PHODQFKROLF�GLVSRVLWLRQ�DQG�LQFOLQDWLRQV��)UHXG֢V�
seminal essay (1917/1955) and certain readings of it (eg. Butler 1997; Lac 2019; 

Steinberg 2014) have helped to illuminate my understanding of this condition, 

and its lasting impact.

Santner (2006), in his reading of Freud’s famous essay, insightfully suggests that 

the mourner “gets on with life,” with new objects of love to attach to, whereas 

the melancholic remains “retarded’ by virtue of being attached to the lost object” 

(89). I suspect that I fast became one of the new objects for my grieving mother to 

attach to, while co-incidentally losing some of her, to her lost object. Meanwhile, 

I remained for many, many years, unconsciously attached to the original lost 

object, knowing ‘whom’ but not ‘what’ I had lost; retarded in my own further/

IXOOHU�EHFRPLQJ��JULSSHG�E\�WKH�FKURQLF�PHODQFKROLD�WKDW�ZDV�FRQJXULQJ�WKH�
im/possibilities for who ‘I’ might/could be/come.

Clemens (2010), in his reading of Agamben, suggests that the melancholic sub-

ject lives a life that is “literally disqualifying itself” (12). Any possible cure for 

PHODQFKRO\�WKHQ�LV�֥DW� OHDVW�SDUWLDOO\�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�WKH�VXHUHU֢V�DELOLW\� WR�UH-

invigorate both self and world by an imaginative solution” (10). Morag (2017) 

refers similarly to the aim of psychoanalysis as that of achieving an “imaginative 

self-knowledge” (84). It was only in Vienna, almost sixty years after my birth and 

my uncle’s death, that I could begin to let go of the aforementioned attachment 

WR�WKH�ORVW�REMHFW�b�,W�ZDV�HTXDOO\�ERWK�E\�FKDQFH�DQG�GHVLJQ�WKDW�WKLV�PRPHQW�RI�
unburdening took place at the original gravesite of my uncle, with the special-

ly-chosen music streaming into my ears, pulsing through my inner networks of 

blood and nerve, and soothing my stunted soul. Without both the music, and my 

inhabiting a site so proximal to his death, I doubt the same degree of catharsis 

could have occurred. This event also adds weight to the claim that permits “to 

music itself some agency”, pointing to the equal importance of “what music does 

with people, as what people do with music” (Dell 2017, 3).

On the day, in the cemetery, by the grave, it was Mozart’s music at its most 

self-knowingly melancholic (the 5RQGR in A minor, K.511), coupled with some 

traditional Jewish prayers, that catalyzed the moment. Nor could it have been just 

any performance of the Mozart. Amongst the many (very good) recordings that 

I knew, it had to be the one by Artur Schnabel, a Jewish musician who had lived 

and studied in Vienna, and who was also uprooted and traumatized by the Nazi 

RFFXSDWLRQ�RI�(XURSH��0DQ\�RWKHU�SLDQLVWV�FDSWXUH�WKH�EHDXW\��WKH�UHQHPHQW��DQG�
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the dramatic elements in Mozart’s 5RQGR, but only Schnabel seems to fully distill 

and reveal the depths of melancholic longing, the aching beauty, the “chiaroscuro 

of major and minor” (Epstein 1946, 248), the spiralling towards an “ecstasy of 

anguish” (Levin, in Church, 2021, 63), embodied in this miniature masterpiece.5

This was also the recording I chose to accompany the extended ode to my uncle 

that I wrote and then presented at the Vienna conference1. Here, the words and 

PXVLF�LQWHUWZLQHG��VHHNLQJ�WR�EULQJ�KLP�EULH\��EDFN�WR�OLIH��WKURXJK�WHOOLQJ�WKH�
story of his years in Vienna.

$�EUHDWK�RI�OLIH

On the opening page of Clarice Lispector’s $�%UHDWK�RI�/LIH, a narrator’s voice 

declares: “I write as if to save somebody’s life. Probably my own. Life is a kind of 

madness that death makes. Long live the dead because we live in them” (2012b, 3). 

Up until the conference in Vienna I had been inhabiting a very particular form 

of (melancholic) ‘madness’ that my uncle’s death had precipitated. Over all those 

years I had been ‘living in’ my dead uncle, with the time of his death contained 

within my own (Riley, in Baraitser 2017, 92). To the extent that my family’s 

mourning over his death was completed, I remained the pseudo-replacement for 

him as the lost love object, an object (in Freud’s terms) that I could know, to a 

limited extent, for ‘whom’ he was (by name, having died suddenly and tragically), 

but not for ‘what’ he was (in substance, or what he represented through his char-

DFWHU��DVSLUDWLRQV��DQG�KXPDQ�IRLEOHV���8QWLO�,�QDOO\��E\�FLUFXPVWDQFH��FDPH�WR�
face the reality of his death when standing on, and alongside his (original) place 

of burial, I had been ‘living in him’ to a problematic (albeit largely unconscious) 

H[WHQW��)RU�WKH�UVW�WLPH��DW�WKH�VLGH�RI�KLV�RULJLQDO�JUDYH��,�ZDV�DEOH�WR�VLPXOWD-
neously register my own grief over his loss, as well as to consciously sense my 

right to an independent life and existence, separate from his death. None of this 

was premeditated.

The potency and depth of my responses seemed to carry with them a lubricating 

and liberating force that I have been able to access, intermittently, since that 

time in the cemetery in Vienna. In keeping with Ruti’s (2006) conclusion, I am 

working through the past to establish a more “vibrant foundation” for a “rede-

QH>G@֯IXWXUH֦����������,QWHJUDO�WR�WKLV�֡YLEUDQW�IRXQGDWLRQ֢�LV�D�VXEVWDQWLDO�\HW�
distinctive body of music that consoles, informs, instructs, and inspires my (piano) 

playing, (choral) singing, (extensive) listening, thinking, writing, and (still ten-

WDWLYH��OLYLQJ�b�,W�LV�QRW�PXVLF�WKDW�DOORZV�PH�WR�FRPSOHWHO\�WUDQVFHQG�P\�FKURQLF�
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melancholia, but if we accept the Freudian conceptualizations discussed within 

(e.g. Baraitser 2017; Butler 1997; Freud 1917/1955), this is not a condition that can 

be transcended (or even desired to be). Nor is there any music that can adequate-

O\�IXOOO�LWV�RZQ�GHVLUH�WR�NQRZ�LWVHOI��E\�ZKLFK�LW�PLJKW�RYHUFRPH�LWV�LQKHUHQW�
‘anxiety of articulation’ and/or self-knowing melancholy (Steinberg 2014). Thus, 

WKH�PXVLF�WKDW�DHFWV�PH�PRVW�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�UHLQIRUFHV�DQ�LQHYLWDEOH�PHODQFKROLD��
helping to make my lived experiences more bearable, and sometimes more joyful.

Becoming and remaining more conscious of these enabling constraints provides 

the impetus to move beyond the deepest roots of my chronic melancholia. Under 

these conditions of natality, I am better able to honor and integrate my uncle’s 

life and legacy, as well as to forge a path into a future shaped more by my own 

volition. Ruti’s (2006) conception of the soul as “a form of energy related to one’s 

capacity to keep breathing in the face of life’s challenges” (18) gains traction 

under these improved conditions. Each new breath provides a little more for my 

needs, a little less for my dead uncle. Each new breath, a breath of life, holds the 

potential to turn sediment into sound, and murmuring into melody, enhancing 

the possibility of becoming more of the music, while the music lasts.

$FNQRZOHGJHPHQWV

0\�VLQFHUH� WKDQNV� WR�*UHJ�6HLJZRUWK��6WHSKDQLH�.R]LHM�DQG�&KULVWRSKHU�%UHX� IRU� WKHLU�YHU\�JHQHURXV�
HQJDJHPHQW��DQG�PDQ\�YDOXDEOH�VXJJHVWLRQV�LQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKLV�HVVD\��*UHJ�PDGH�PDQ\�DIIHF-
WLRQDWH�VXJJHVWLRQV�DQG�DIåUPLQJ�FRPPHQWV�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�SURFHVV��$V�SHHU�UHYLHZHUV��6WHSKDQLH�DQG�
&KULVWRSKHU�HDFK�SURYLGHG�IHHGEDFN�DQG�SURYRFDWLRQV�WKDW�JUHDWO\�DVVLVWHG�LQ�WKH�IXUWKHU�VKDSLQJ�DQG�UH-
åQLQJ�RI�WKLV�ZRUN��6SHFLDO�WKDQNV�DOVR�WR�0LFKDHO�6WHLQEHUJ�IRU�KLV�HQFRXUDJLQJ�UHVSRQVH�WR�DQ�HDUO\�GUDIW�

(QGQRWHV

1��KWWSV���ZZZ�\RXWXEH�FRP�ZDWFK"Y [;08ST6\--R�>åUVW�����@

2��,�KDYH��PRUH�UHFHQWO\��UHFRUGHG�D�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�DFFHVVHG�DW�KWWSV���\RXWX�EH� 
+6.7,P-Q�Z4�

3��KWWSV���ZZZ�\RXWXEH�FRP�ZDWFK"Y II�/**O�Z&8	W ����V�>VWDUW�DW�DURXQG������@

4��KWWSV���ZZZ�\RXWXEH�FRP�ZDWFK"Y R�YM,N,7F&J

5��KWWSV���ZZZ�\RXWXEH�FRP�ZDWFK"Y '3���$�L$�J
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