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INTRODUCTION



De lui à moi, pas de discours.

—Gaston Bachelard



“1933: the thunderclap of the thousand-year Reich, that intolerable prospect. … So into exile, with wife and child, destination Paris!”1 Writing three years before his death in 1994, Albert Flocon is describing how his younger self, Albert Mentzel, experienced his exodus. He would spend the rest of his life in France.

This essay is about the encounter between Albert Flocon (1909–1994) and Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962), which began in the art circles of postwar Paris and continued for somewhat more than a decade, from the late 1940s to the end of the 1950s. The episode and the works to which it gave rise have attracted no detailed attention either from the philosophy of science or from the history of art.2 They form the object of the present essay. A number of years ago, starting from an interest in Bachelard’s epistemology, in particular his views on experimentation, I became aware of this connection between an engraver and a philosopher of science, a theorist of perspective and a theorist of poetics. A closer look at their works soon convinced me that this was a unique opportunity to investigate the interplay of hand and matter in poetic writing, in the art of engraving, and in scientific experimentation; it would allow me to explore the links and contiguities between those activities. My longstanding interest in the history and epistemology of the experiment as a form of rationality that is essentially embodied—in the hand of the experimenter as well as in the objects of manipulation—would find, so I hoped, new food for thought in this peculiar encounter. And I realized it would enable me to bring the two sides of Bachelard’s oeuvre, his studies of the contemporary sciences and his reflections on literary writing, to bear on each other. Usually, Bachelard’s epistemology and his poetology are kept in different boxes. Here, they appeared to me to come together on the terrain of an engraver’s art, in the reflections of its making and the stories to which it gave rise.

The short chapters of this essay follow the encounter between Bachelard and Flocon in an essentially chronological manner, and they are organized themselves as encounters, each with one of the works initiating or resulting from their collaboration. The chapters provide glimpses into each of these works—that is, they proceed in an exemplary rather than an exhaustive fashion. My study can also be read as a contribution to an archaeology of situated knowledge in general, and of tactile knowledge in particular. Hands figure prominently throughout Flocon’s work and Bachelard’s musings on the elements, and so do they here. Above all, however, the piece is an homage to the two protagonists.


SURRATIONALISM

In 1936, a short programmatic essay on “surrationalism” appeared in the journal Inquisitions, edited by Louis Aragon, Roger Caillois, Jules-Marcel Monnerot, and Tristan Tzara. Its author, Gaston Bachelard, chose the following chiastic sentence to describe the relationship between the arts and sciences of his day: “An experimental reason will be established, capable of organizing reality surrationally as the experimental dream of Tristan Tzara organizes poetic liberty surrealistically.”1

Bachelard is here alluding to Tristan Tzara’s extended essay Grains et issues (Seeds and bran), published a year earlier. Its first chapter, “Rêve expérimental,” addresses the phenomenon of écriture automatique and the relationship between daydreams and focused thought.2 In his lengthy note on the chapter, Tzara explains what he means by an experimental dream, which has to do with the production of poetic texts and thus the representation of a structure that makes it possible to “bring forth new events not foreseen by the original plan.”3 Tzara’s note refers to the birth and progress of his own text, which he recounts as follows:

Thus the story follows, and spreads across the frame of a logical development that reduces itself to an account of successive facts, leaving an irrational and lyrical remnant open for discovery. This, in turn, overflows the vessel intended for it, and at times engulfs and floods the base, the foundation, the traditional scaffolding of the story. It is a lyrical superstructure whose elements are derived from the base structure and which, once it is realized, impacts back onto that structure from the heights of its new power. Occasionally, its force intensifies to such an extent that it undermines the meaning of the structure, corrupts it, abolishes it, annihilates it in its essence.4

In an image that is simultaneously biological and profoundly abiological, Tzara then portrays the poet as someone who knows the tree that he planted, but not what fruits it will bear.5 Poetry becomes a preeminent “medium of knowledge”6 precisely at the point when it transcends its function as a carrier of communication and meaning and begins instead to take itself at its own word.

In a letter to the young publisher Roger Caillois, Bachelard explained what it was about surrealism that fascinated him as a philosopher of science and guided his thinking: “The surrealists liberate us from dogmatic rhythms. When reading them, I often rediscover a temporal agility that has been crushed by the ponderous weight of philosophy. One must make use of this liberation in order to achieve an aesthetics of the abstract.”7 Reviewing the Inquisitions issue for La nouvelle revue française, Jean Wahl located Bachelard in the tradition of Léon Brunschvicg, particularly pointing out the close proximity between Bachelard’s surrationalism and the most recent developments in science.8

At the very least, Tzara’s description of experimental poetry’s self-transcendence as an interaction between “directed thinking” and “undirected thinking”9 must have forcefully reminded Bachelard of his own attempts to describe the experimental excess arising from work on scientific objects—a transcendence in which one took oneself, not at one’s words, but at one’s things, as it were. In the closing chapter of The New Scientific Spirit, proposing a “non-Cartesian epistemology,” Bachelard articulated this as follows: “When, moreover, we realize what an incomplete state modern science is in, we begin to gain some intimate idea of the meaning of ‘open-minded rationalism’ (le rationalisme ouvert).”10 He then asks, fully in line with the figure of excess: “If we really want to understand our intellectual evolution, wouldn’t we do better … to pay heed to the anxiety of thought, to its quest for an object, to its search for dialectical opportunities to escape from itself, for opportunities to burst free of its own limits? In a word, wouldn’t we do better to focus on thought in the process of objectification?”11 It is surely significant that Bachelard, looking at its trace-generating instruments, characterizes contemporary physics as an epigraphy of matter—a “new way of ‘reading’ matter”12—and thus deliberately places it in the purview of written script.

In Bachelard’s encounter with Albert Flocon’s techniques of perspective, this motif of a non-Cartesian epistemology would acquire a fresh dimension and a new urgency. In fact, Bachelard himself returned to the theme in a literary context, as part of his interest in Paul Éluard’s poetry. It was Éluard who, in 1948, had paved the way for Flocon’s first book of prints, accompanying it with some of his poems. And it was lines by Éluard that opened and closed Bachelard’s The Psychoanalysis of Fire in 1938. His 1953 homage to Éluard, entitled “Germe et raison,” began with the following words: “Germ and Reason—the two poles of the poet’s immortality. Reborn through the germ, he lives on through reason.”13 For Bachelard, Éluard’s poetry embodied the relationship between novelty and tradition in all their reciprocal provocation.

One might be tempted to interpret Bachelard’s collaboration with an engraver as a philosopher entering into the oeuvre of a visual artist whose labors epitomize the chiasmus of reason and dream quoted earlier: a surrational organization of the real and a surreal organization of the rational, in one and the same movement. In this work—in a graphical world shimmering between spatialization and despatialization, figuration and defiguration, concretion and abstraction—Bachelard both recognized the tenor of his surrationalist manifesto and was able to retrace and reexperience it as an act of audacity: “There should be no hesitation: one should choose the side where one thinks the most, where one experiments the most artificially, where ideas are the least viscous, where reason loves to be in danger. If, in any experiment, one does not risk one’s reason, that experiment is not worthwhile attempting.”14


ALBERT FLOCON, GASTON BACHELARD

Albert Flocon was born Albert Mentzel in 1909, into an engineer’s family in Köpenick, near Berlin. He grew up in the Saxon town of Döbeln and later attended a progressive boarding school in Haubinda, Thuringia. In 1927, Mentzel began to study at the Bauhaus in Dessau, hoping to become an architect. As an eighteen-year-old student, he was introduced to the world of Bauhaus in the famous “Vorkurs” offered by painter and art theorist Josef Albers. Describing this experience in his memoirs, Flocon wrote: “The aim of the course was not to produce objets d’art, but to carry out research into the formal logic of materials, to test out their techno-aesthetic possibilities.”1 The students sought to unmask the traditional image of the artist and “enter into direct contact with the materials.”2 These were not precious substances—they might just as well be a sack of empty matchboxes, or tin cans, or iron filings. The introduction to theories of point, line, and plane was given by Wassily Kandinsky.3 After meeting the painter and stage designer Oskar Schlemmer, Flocon abandoned his architectural ambitions. He turned to theater and was soon participating in guest performances at the Bauhaus theater.4 Schlemmer’s analytical view of the stage had a lasting influence on Flocon’s artistic and scientific development,5 as is indicated by his late tribute to Schlemmer in Scénographies au Bauhaus.6 There was one more ingredient of the Dessau Bauhaus that stayed with Flocon: “The Dadaist elements of surprise and disconcertment, also to be found in Schlemmer’s work, were the foundation of everything that was said, written, and created at the Bauhaus.”7

In 1930, Albert Mentzel left Dessau and moved to Berlin.
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