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INTRODUCTION.
THE LIMITS OF TRANSGRESSION
AND THE SUBJECT

MATT FOLEY, NEIL MCROBERT
AND ASPASIASTEPHANOU

The genesis of the following collection was a prigate-led conference
held at the University of Stirling in 2010. As orgsers we were expecting
to run a small weekend devoted to niche acadenéedst; however, we
were taken aback by the response to the event.eRd#tan garnering
interest only from those concerned with contempouatistic extremity
(though this essay collection does include manyh stantributions) the
conference included work covering centuries of dggassive poetics and
practices. The essays selected for this colledtictude explorations of
transgression in cinema, photography, art, law, icpuphilosophy,
technology, and both classical and contemporagyditire and drama. As
such, the difficulty of establishing a totalisingfihition of transgression is
reflected in the range of transgressions discussdiality, violence, and
the figuration of the human body are understandegatyrrent themes, but
they are supplemented by investigations into thesgressive properties
of such diverse subjects as demotic speech, geisdaes, and anti-
humanist music. Furthermore, the range of timeogksrrepresented at the
conference—and in this collection—both confirms #gfting nature of
transgression and yet, somewhat paradoxically, alevea degree of
continuum in what is, and has always been, consiigansgressive.

The purpose of the conference was not, howeverelyngr outline the
myriad cultural forms of transgression, but, as titile of this collection
suggests, to also map their limits. Marcel Détieclagms that “to discover
the complete horizon of a society’s symbolic vajues also necessary to
map out its transgressions, its deviants” (19972apP Transgression and
civility are, by default, co-dependent: the consuof each being defined
in relation to the other. To breach the limits bk tacceptable is to
simultaneously define them, and as those limitsaagpto encompass that
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which once contravened them, so are the limits of transgression temporarily
affirmed.

One issue at stake here is that we may need to assess whether received
understandings of transgression are still valid in a desensitised, late-
capitalist culture. To what extent has transgression been nullified or
negated by the co-option of the term as a marketing tool, and the financial
sanction—indeed, incentive—to pursue the extreme and taboo? Surely, if
the transgressive act, image, or concept originates not from an organically
developed testing of the edges, but from a calculated use of the idea of
transgression to create allure or hype, the project has already failed to
transgress before it has begun. In this model, while the shock of the
transgressive, for example in the current spree of “torture porn” cinema, is
an aesthetic aim, the commodification and simulation of violence, as well
as its mass appeal, put into question whether these films are transgressive
in any tangible or real sense.

If they are then such a position perhaps inverts the relationship
Détienne asserts: if transgression has become mainstream then are we all
deviant? Certainly, from a Freudian perspective, there is a “death drive” at
chaotic work within all of us and this may be understood as the illogical
drive to deviate. Here, the “spirit of PERVERSENESS” that Poe wrote of
in ‘The Black Cat’ (1843), some time before Freud’s post-World War |
“death drive,” becomes not an exceptional circumstance in the subject but
something that we all have to wrestle with: a drive to be life-affirming
opposes a morbid impulse to harm and see others harmed. The cinematic
and simulated transgressions of “torture porn” serve as an example par
excellence of a medium and genre that satiates the modern spirit of
perverseness; something that is further explored and complicated in the
essay by Xavier Aldana Reyes that concludes this collection.

Paying closer attention to the simulated nature of modern transgression,
Fred Botting’s centre-piece essay “After Transgression” attempts a timely
repositioning of our understanding of transgression in the post-modern
world of simulacra by applying the theories of Jean Baudrillard to the
transgressive fiction of J.G. Ballard. The line between what constitutes
pseudo-transgression and what constitutes transgression in the real is a
difficult fault-line to map or trace but it is perhaps our only tool to assist in
denoting empty transgression against transgression that affects the real.
This issue underpins the collection in its attempt to engage with, but also
update, the critical response to the subject of transgression. The Marquis
de Sade, Michel Foucault and Georges Bataille appear frequently, as befits
their canonical status in the pantheon of transgressive thought. However,
received critical work is continually interrogated; nowhere more so than in
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Professor Botting’s timely discussion. It is clélaat the critical consensus
on transgression must be re-worked and contempbriseorder for
theoretical understandings to both reflect and mhepshifting nature of
transgressive acts and the orders that they vidldtis does not mean that
transgression in fiction has exhausted itself. &is Banks argues in his
interview, here with Professor Roderick Watson, tife@sgressive in art
can always be rejuvenated in reaction to contemmpotaboos. For
example, as explored by Lena Wanggren's essayethale necrophiliac
remains something almost unthinkable in modernlptaitric discourse.
The dominant theories of transgression need to ddermalleable to both
contemporary concerns and the possible range w$édrassions that may
be staged across different mediums; Karin Selllsegsay critiquing
spatio-temporal transgressions in the work of Aadearter and Salvador
Dali is such an example.

Even at the simplest level, the discourse of tresssjon is plagued by
a multiplicity of meaning. To focus on one articiedefinition, in order to
suggest these complexities, a “sin” is that whiomttavenes the moral
imperative of religion. This may seem straightfordvdut a sin can be
institutionalised, even made inherent to the furgtig of an entire state
apparatus, as well as overlapping with issues aohrmeand, duty and
human rights. The intolerable sin of the Holocausi-extreme example
of moral transgression—was carried out by soldard doctors of The
Third Reich who, in committing sin, refused to sgress and violate
military commands, whilst grotesquely flouting thest basic of human
rights. The blind-spots of Nazi law sustained akdaiolence of
unimaginable menace to human dignity that transgidoth religious
codes and those of human decency, while estahjjstealf as a systemic
norm. It is, in this case, a lack of subjectiventgression—a lack of
individuals rising up in opposition to this statmstioned atrocity—that
still stupefies to the present day.

The excessive example of the Holocaust servesroovtmto relief the
innate complexities of the various economies ofidgeession that may
surround any law-breaking act. Transgressive tactiay be carried out by
an individual (for example, the Marquis de Sadek&ous writings, or
James Joyce’s flouting of grammatical norm&imegan’s Wak€1939)),
a gang or group (the London, Birmingham and Marntema#®ts of August
2011 or the French Resistance of World War Il),aarinstitution (the
recent discovery of the atrocities of Colonel Gdild.ibya). It is the
former of these rather cursory classifications théit be of primary
interest here, given the individual, literary andistic focus of this
collection. Indeed, taking an already cited exampleertain lineage can
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be traced from the Marquis de Sade’s erotic anteggue writings to the
dominant critical understandings of transgresstat tnformed scholarly
work in the twentieth century. These critical thesrhave as their genesis
mid-twentieth century French artistic and intelledtthought but, whereas
the Sadean libertine revels in the transgresdivetransgressive subject as
recognised by these thinkers is always faced byithieations integral to
notions of transgression and subjectivity itself.

In 1930, after being excommunicat&dm the Surrealist movement in
the Second Surrealist Manifest1929) on grounds of baseness and
vileness by its spiritual leader André Breton, Gesr Bataille remained
defiant, reading de Sade’s work in a manner theggimunds its obscene
and taboo content, whilst aesthetically justifyitng grotesque. In “The
Use Value of D.A.F. Sade” ([1930] 1995) Batailleyaes that de Sade’s
writing consistently stages two innate human imgsils namely,
appropriation and excretion. Bataille insists tthaiSade’s staging of

Sexual activity, whether perverted or not; the véha of one sex before
the other; defecation; urination; death and thé afitadavers (above all,
insofar as it involves the stinking decompositioh lmdies); various
taboos; ritual cannibalism; the sacrifice of anirgalds; omophagia [the
practice of eating raw flesh]; the laughter of estbn; sobbing (which in
general has death as its object); religious ecsti®y identical attitude
toward shit, gods, and cadavers; the terror thabféen accompanies
involuntary defecation; the custom of exchangindli@nt, lubricious,
painted, and jewelled women; gambling; heedlesgmradijure and certain
fanciful uses of money, etc. [...] together presembmmon character in
that the object of the activity (excrement, sharpéuts, cadavers, etc. ...)
is found each time as a foreign body (20, [ourazditnote]).

This is an important passage, not only to pregagaaader for some of the
topics that are to be covered in the essays tHitwiobut also given
Bataille’s insistence that de Sade stages thedeerratoked together
categories as “foreign bodies” (where sexual atitivhether perverted
or not” is aligned with cannibalism; jewelled womeith omophagia).
Here, the influential theories of Julia Kristevalahe relationship between
the unity of the subject and what Kristeva ternigéation” can be seen as
partly cognate, as can the theories of Kristevastor Jacques Lacan.
For Lacan, an encounter with the more grotesqueesits of Bataille’s
list, and even, as he puts forward in leminar XX(1973), “sexual
activity,” may be too close to what he terms andsgible exposure to the
Real. These elements may often come to stand imi$dormulation of the
“object petit & that is, a hard kernel of the Real that the sabpvoids
through a fantasy that is propped up and perpeatuaye‘the function of
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misrecognition that characterizes the ego in #] filefensive structures”
(2006, 80). This misrecognition of the self througbnstruction of the
other—in this case differentiating between the deas‘l” and the porous
body—is in a sense not challenged by transgresifeeature of the
grotesque but presented in all its fullness: therdroof the Real of the
body is laid bare, put on display, through extrésitof violence,
defecation and perverse copulation. Such a dispagt the heart of
transgressive cultural engagement with the physighkther in the lurid
fantasies of de Sade or the clinical, pseudo-poapigc gaze of
contemporary horror cinema. Indeed, these two megts of transgression,
though separated by centuries, may share bothratgpi and agenda in
their focus on the boundaries of the body and tbeahimplications for
the subject—both victim and viewer—of a transgr@sif bodily limits.
Literary and artistic works can shock by overwhelghand escalating into
excess the unconscious opposition between the maagunity of the self
and the fallibility and orifices of the body.

In some senses Kristeva’'s theory of abjection carafds this notion
of a binary misrecognition that props up the subjéor Kristeva, in
general, “what is abject . . . the jettisoned ohjexcradically excluded and
draws me towards the place where meaning collapde382, 2). Such
“radical exclusion” would seem to suggest a simildistance and
distinction between the subject and the abjectBatdille’s reading of the
excreted “foreign bodies” presented in de Sade’'svie However,
Kristeva further articulates that “it is not lack@eanliness of health that
causes abjection but what disturbs identity, systemer. What does not
respect borders, positions, rules. The in-betwdba, ambiguous, the
composite” (4). Hence, a sense is given of whysthging of the abject in
art can often be classified as the transgressiveretts a passing beyond
of borders that is not in binary opposition to thelf but located in a
liminal space of the “in-between”; in other wordsn the “limit” of
subjectivity.

For Georges Bataille transgression is an indispg#agzart of the limit
or taboo which it “transcends” and “completes” ¥ 2006, 63) but does
not destroy. The transgression and the limit aposipe and complementary
concepts and are therefore interrelated (196). sprassions, whether
regular or repeated, can serve the limit, reinfdtcand be its accepted
complement (65). The existence of the limit is wiaarantees the success
of the transgression. While the limit calls to Heeged, it also tempts with
the possibility of its violation. In the openingagter Rachael Gardner-
Stephens argues that Propertius’ love elegy, withi& context of a
changing Rome and the stabilisation of the August@ime, questioned
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Augustan idealism and the limits of his rule. Aatiog to Gardner-
Stephens, his love elegy is a textual form of tga@ssion that sought to
engage with, rather than deny or affirm Augustusipaganda, enriching
the ideological and cultural landscape of Rome. hSuextual
transgressions participated in the building andilifeation of ideological
values by engaging and confronting boundarieswaie stable and firm;
thus, successfully transgressing and reinforcinggustan law and
ideology. Particularly intriguing, as Keith Cur@gldresses in his essay on
Bataille, is whether the transgressive act can tagirits potency at a time
of crisis in which the very limit meant to be exded and transgressed is
in a state of suspension. Even for the Marquis atteeSwho did not fully
conceive of this relation between the limit andhégression, the cruelty of
his libertines was based on the defiance of a liB&de’s imagined
transgressive acts, his libertines’ pleasure inhilmailiation and torture of
the flesh, depended on the recognition of limit tiespect and value flesh
and the other.

As such, transgression is always traced with, dmdtdd by, its
situation on the border of the norm and its releaopon a limit. The norm
in modernity is one that is turned in upon itseéfduced always to the
level of the subject and its sovereignty. As MicRelicault puts it:

By denying us the limit of the Limitless, the death God leads to an
experience in which nothing may again announceeitteriority of being,
and consequently to an experience thanhisrior and sovereign([1963]
1999, 59).

Articulated time and again by theorists such aschkali, Bataille and
Lacan, is the problem of thinking about transgeessin a modern
episteme in which the funeral rites of any God haheady been
pronounced. Such a passing beyond religious diseoleraves behind a
certain economy at work between profanation, tresssijon and the
sacred. Indeed, for Foucault, the sacred is nogloagtructuring force of a
regulated religious code but something felt andcalisred through
transgressing a secular norm:

Profanation in a world which no longer recognizeg positive meaning in
the sacred—is this not more or less what we maytreaisgression? In that
zone which our culture affords for our gestures apéech, transgression
prescribes not only the sole manner of discovetimg sacred in its
unmediated substance, but also a way of recompadsirgmpty form, its
absence, through which it becomes all the mordilating (ibid., 58).
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Thus transgression from Bataille through to Foucapggnning the middle
years of the twentieth century, leads us on a pyfrom the sacred to the
sovereignty of the subject. What remains statioyever, is the limit
inherent to any understanding of transgressiontaAsgression does not
represent a dramatic paradigm shift—such as thee@agan revolution,
Darwinian thought, or the articulation of the Frieudunconscious—but
instead folds back upon itself and “affirms limitbding” (ibid., 61). In
particular, the two predominantly Foucauldian regdiby Douglas Clark
and Nicholas Spengler in this collection still seggthe vitality of his
theories in articulating the economies of transgjoes at work in a
diversity of fiction, namely here early modern dea@nd the novels of
Reinaldo Arenas. Clark’'s essay on the early mogwogresses to re-
reading Foucault's theories, a move suggested éysthging of female
subjectivity in the plays Clark reads; his approaddmonstrates a
reciprocity in handling critical work that should bmade paramount in
interrogating the received theory on transgresdiomtext here becomes
crucial in the choice of critical tool. Spenglegssay on Reinaldo Arenas
favours a Foucauldian over a Lacanian reading,ngihe context he is
working within, which is suggestive of transgressgpiralling in unison
with the limit. However, reading the work of Rayndb@arver, Catherine
Humble argues that Carver’'s textual transgressgiage a movement
through the Lacanian triad of Real, Imaginary, aBgmbolic that
correlates with a shift in register from disoridintg silent fixations to the
meaningful and ethical. While Lacan and Foucatdt ssmewhat at odds
over the constitution of the transgressive acty tineories overlap in their
understanding of the subject who is transgresshgrs is a subject who
lacks completeness or unity.

One contestation of the “limited being” postulatedheory may be a
certain staging of the life of the hedonistic Saddihertine; one that
would suggest that the pursuit of pure pleasurddcoegate the limits of
being through a joyous, erotic union of spirit, chiand body. Maurice
Blanchot, in 1949, wrote of a basic ethics, a ungdy philosophical
standpoint inherent to de Sade’s works where

Sade’s stated principles—what we may term his badidosophy—
appears to be simplicity in itself. This philosogkyone of self-interest, of
absolute egoism: each of us must do exactly asldeses, each of us is
bound by one law alone, that of his own pleasu88%140).

Like the scholars who have contributed to this emilbn Blanchot was
drawn to reading the extremities of the transgwvessi order to ascertain
what economies and systems may underpin the mamiéegent of the
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transgressive material. In his seminar The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (1959-
60) Lacan takes up where Blanchot left off, praising Blanchot’s
consideration of “[what] one might indeed claim [to be] the most
scandalous body of work ever written” (2008, 247). However, Lacan, in
characteristic fashion, seeks to delve somewhat deeper than any account of
“simplicity,” by focusing on the latent mechanisms underpinning the
horrific response of the reader to de Sade’s work. From Lacan’s
psychoanalytical perspective, engaging with de Sade “cuts the subject
loose from his psychosocial moorings—or to be more precise, from all
psychosocial appreciation of the sublimation involved” (248).

Importantly, Lacan here suggests that the disgust that comes from
reading the literary transgressive isolates the subject from the sublimation
that is initially involved in engaging with any artistic aesthetic. In other
words, the redirection of the libido to higher, civilized and social aims is
disrupted by the grotesque; suddenly the mechanism of sublimation is cut
adrift in media res. In turn this dramatic failure of the sublimatory
apparatus exposes the subject “to the central emptiness” at the subjective
core that has always already been there. Indeed, it is this innate lack at the
core of the subject that suggests the Sadean libertine is nothing more than
a fantasy: the staging of an impossible subject who can be at ease with,
and revel in, transgression without after experiencing a degree of self-
disgust or emptiness. The fantasy of the Sadean libertine who wholly
revels in the grotesque and the perverse is a direct challenge to post-
structuralist notions of lack as a prerequisite of the subject.

What the work of de Sade also indicates is the way in which the
transgressive can become canonised and incorporated into a norm of
academic study. Scholars of de Sade have noted that, “the name ‘Sade,’
previously the cause of visceral disquietude and moral panic, now sends us
directly to the archives. What was once scandalous is now part of our
literary heritage, a “classic’” (Allison et al. 1995, 1). The canonisation of
the transgressive into the pantheon of literature is addressed in Meghan
McAvoy’s essay on the profanity of Scottish writers Tom Leonard and
James Kelman. Kelman and Leonard are shown to typify transgression’s
problematic and transitory nature. Their embracement by a literary
establishment that had been only recently resistant to such writings—an
exclusion which the authors themselves used to define their roles as
cultural “outsiders”—appropriately delineates the limits of transgressive
practice, which is nullified by acceptance. Although famed for more
grotesque renderings, de Sade’s writing has become similarly canonical,
S0 as to surrender its intellectual position on the boundary of the scholarly.
Julia Kristeva ([1969] 1986) has noted that some time ago scholars of de
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Sade had already began to denounce a range afyiteiork as derivative
of him. Kristeva bemoans “the pseudo-transgresgifira certain modern
‘erotic’ and parodic literature [that], seeing lfsas ‘libertine’ and
‘relativizing,” operates according to a principlelaw anticipating its own
transgressioh (41-42). Contrary to this literature of faux deisaery, for
Kristeva, it is the polyphonic and carnivalesquaeam logic” of the
novels of Joyce, Marcel Proust and Franz Kafka, thiatough their
privileging of symbolic rather than causal relaipmost destabilise the
literary status quo

That is not to say, however, that Kristeva’'s unierding of Mikhalil
Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque is one oflEsgness: “In fact, this
‘transgression’ of linguistic, logical and socialdes within the carnivalesque
only exists and succeeds, of course, becausedptsanother law (41).
As Bataille notes, if transgression is to be lawlés becomes an
unequivocal act of violence:

Often the transgression of a taboo is no less subgerules than acts that
are law abiding. No liberty here. “At such and suchime and up to a

certain point this is permissible”—that is what th@nsgression concedes.
But once a limited licence has been allowed, umdéichiurges towards

violence may break forth (2006, 65).

In turn, a transgression adheres to its own esotaw, whether it is de
Sade’s pursuit of pleasure, Bataille’s laws of appiation and excretion,
or the injunction to throw off and usurp societawgr relationships by
revelling in the carnivalesque. When a transgresisiano longer bound by
law, it becomes limitless, pushing towards an amarof unmediated
violence.

Indeed, this articulation of the possibility of @ience that becomes
limitless distinguishes Bataille’s thought from Ma Foucault’s.
Foucault, although clearly indebted to Bataillesipothat the relationship
between transgression and law

takes the form of a spiral which no simple infrantican exhaust. Perhaps
[transgression] is like a flash of lightening iretmight which, from the
beginning of time, gives a black and dense intgrsithe night it denies,
which lights up the night from the inside, from timpbottom, and yet owes
to the dark the stark clarity of its manifestatids, harrowing and poised
singularity; the flash loses itself in this spatenarks with its sovereignty
and becomes silent now that it has given a naneégourity ([1963] 1999,
p.61).
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Naturally there is a danger here of hypostatizirnggression through
evocative language and imagery; Foucault's turnglofase “flash of
lightening” and “black, intense density of the righiving a rhetorical
power to theory that encourages a confusion betwaethe one hand, the
pull and connotation of rhetorical imagery speakifigransgression, and,
on the other, the reality of a single transgressi@t may be witnesseal
posteriori This is an inherent issue that inflects any cpheaising of
transgression, to paraphrase Friedrich Nietzsclithjnathe limits of the
prison house of language. It is the variety of aiations inherent to
transgression that still limits us today in talkiagout it in any unified,
closed, or purely denotative way.

Within postmodern culture, the conditions that makensgression
possible have changed. Critics have argued thadéutine of paternal
symbolic authority in contemporary society has raliethe meaning of
transgression and has transformed it into an attlths more in common
with the norm. When prohibiting limits are no lomgstable but fragile,
transgressive acts become ultimately redundantirwith society that
recognizes no rules. Reading and appropriatingvir of Lacan, Slavoj
Zizek writes that,

For Lacan, the Kantian overcoming of the “dialéct€ Law and desire—
as well as the concomitant “obliteration of the cgpafor inherent
transgression”—is a point of no return in the higtof ethics: there is no
way of undoing this revolution, and returning toodoold times of
prohibitions whose transgression sustained us. Thiswhy today’'s
desperate neo-conservative attempts to reassdrvablies” are ultimately
a failed perverse strategy of imposing prohibitiarisch can no longer be
taken seriously . . . Prohibition against which ea® assert our freedom is
no longer viable, our freedom is asserted as auatons, every
limitation/constraint is completely self-posited(5, 93-4).

That is why for Zizek, Bataille is “strictly premeth” because he insists
on the dialectic of the Law and its transgressibe; necessity to create
limits in order to violate them (95). For Zizek i$ the Law that
transgresses the stability of our pleasure “asstietering force of the
absolute destabilizing ‘heterogeneity™ (ibid.). #Wino proper limits, the
freedom to transgress comes with the obligationemjoy. Thus, the
difficulty for today’s civilised subject is to s#teir own limitations (90).
The “law itself,” Zizek writes, “is the highest tragression” (2003, 53) as
enjoyment, which we experience as transgressiongver a free choice
but always imposed on the subject (1991, 9). Theslaw becomes the
only true transgression which changes “all the madi criminal
transgressions into an indolent positivity” (30helLaw is then what
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commandgouissance Zizek explains that in postmodernity there isitant
from the figure of paternal authority to the onetlé obscene primordial
Father-Jouisseur, the uncompromising God who “da¢$ave taccount
for anything He does” (1999, 318). The Law is shétween symbolic law
and its superego supplement that demands the subjeajoy. However,
the latter's demand for enjoyment and the freedonenjoy become a
responsibility where the command to enjoy in thel drars access to
enjoyment. The subject’'s superego, no longer ablédéntify with a
symbolic authority that defines a limit and punisheansgressions, is
urged to transgress. However, without a Symbolithératransgression is
joyless. Once everything is permitted desire isgdhinto crisis. The lack
of a proper symbolic prohibition imprisons the ®dijin a repetitive cycle
of ineffectual transgressions.

Despite these supposed theoretical obstacles tiee (and ability) to
transgress notions of taste, merit and conventiwaugh artistry seems
undiminished. Recent years have seen the rise oéva sub-genre of
cinema in films such aslostel (Eli Roth, 2005),Wolf Creek (Greg
McLean, 2005), andntichrist(Lars von Trier, 2009). Favouring scenes of
brutal—and often highly sexualised—violence thesknsf courted
controversy and were given the pejorative appelfatif “torture-porn,” a
designation that Xavier Aldana Reyes opposes infitte essay in this
collection. He argues that far from pornographisbagily pain, these
films instead work by problematising the viewerisbgective position and
enforcing a recognition of physicality, and thusrtatity. Equally, more
mainstream cinema has encroached upon the bousddigeceptability in
Kids (Larry Clark, 1995),Irreversible (Gaspar Noé, 2002) and to more
comedic effect inFour Lions (Chris Morris, 2010). This last film, a
comedy based around the ineptitude of a group tafdjsts, trespasses
upon a subject area still largely sanctified in Western world: the moral
implications of terrorism.

The last two decades have also seen the persistehditerary
transgression. Bestselling authors such as Chud&hfiak and Bret
Easton Ellis have made their name as thefants terribles of
contemporary fiction. EllisAmerican Psych¢1991)is of obvious import
to any history of literary transgression, contirguas it does the themes of
perversion and sexualised violence made (in)fanimushe Marquis de
Sade. Kathy Acker'8lood and Guts in High Scho¢1974) foreshadows
American Psychdoy over a decade and paints an equally grotesque
portrait of sexuality, violence and psychologicacdy. Indeed, in his
essay here, Alex Howard contends that Ackier'slemoriam to Identity
(1990) is fundamentally transgressive courtesy déxual excess that
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breaks a series of phantasmatic structures tHgtaed imprison the post-
modern subject.

Dennis Cooper'Sry (1994),with its gratuitous depictions of sexualised
violence towards minors, is a particularly probl¢éimaddition to this list
of transgressive fictions, in an era of heightemaediety regarding the
safety of children. Indeed, the preservation ofdttuod innocence has
become central to a contemporary perception ofstmssion. Not since
the Victorian era has the child been so emblenwdticesieged morality.
Censorship campaigns are undertaken in the namésafing our
children,” ratings systems are orientated aroundtwi—and is not—
suitable for a child to view, hear, or play, andoab all looms the
corruptive threat of paedophilia—writ large in ama ef unsupervised (and
anonymous) Internet access. Whilst paedophiliatiieached in the public
conscious as an act of abhorrent transgressiahjdrcollection Kamillea
Aghtan investigates the legal loopholes that sumdowirtual child
pornography. The rapid technological advances gitali manipulation
now allow the creation of sexualised images ofuaittchildren. How, she
queries, can the law and morality react to a crimevhich there is no
physical victim? In such a case is a transgresbiging committed, and
against whom? The result is a certain reservelkmtpof these images in
discussions of legality that leads to blind-spoithin a legal apparatus
that is meant to prohibit and coherently legiskgainst such activity.

Visual artistry has also remained a medium of geession. In her
essay here, Laura Kremmel argues that the cenporshi Robert
Mapplethorpe's erotic photography is a microcosat tfestures towards
wider issues of privacy and obscenity in the dt&mmel contends that
Mapplethorpe's distinctly Gothic concerns blur @arahsgress boundaries
of artifice, aesthetics and the self. The case applethorpe serves as an
example of visual art’s ability to shock in theddtventieth century. In
Britain, the 1980s and 90s art scene was domirlayetthe Turner Prize
which, since its inception, has prompted consistemitroversy. Notable
exhibits have included Damien Hirst's infamous pecklivestockMother
and Child Divided(1995), Jake and Dinos Chapman’s sex-doll sculpture
Death (2003), and Martin Creedhe Light On and Off2002). Another
transgressive piece of recent years is Marcus lavdyra (1995), a
facsimile of the ubiquitous headshot of child kildyra Hindley, created
from the handprints of infants. Its exhibition ried in a public furore
over decency and a request from Hindley herself thdoe removed.
Moreover, Gunther von Hagen's ongoingodyworlds exhibition,
involving the preservation and posing of human vadsa has received
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both negative and positive vitriol. Contemporarytune, then, seems as
committed as ever to pushing beyond the curretgeist.

Moving away from the visual to the auditory, a mqugilosophical
approach to transgression is taken by Giuseppe@misin his discussion
of transgression in the work of apocalyptic nedcfimiusicians Current 93.
Their avant-garde project is discussed in conjonctivith the anti-
humanism of Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze ides to investigate
the ways in which the soundscape of their altNature Unveiled1984)
disturbs the history of music through the destaorctiof traditional
episteme. Following Gaston Bachelard’s notion opiseemological
rupture,” and Foucault’'s use of the concept of Sephe,” Episcopo
argues thaNature Unveileds paradigmatic of the “ostension” of a sound,
an abstract sound that incorporates establisheifisnobtcomposition from
different eras so as to disrupt the nature of tiffileis transgression of
humanism and traditional episteme through the troupof an abstract
sound is made possible by the recognition, repetiind differentiation of
the canonical criteria of musical composition frdifferent epochs.

The question remains whether these recent exampleansgressive
art and practice actually succeed; and what woudsttute such a
success. In applauding cultural production primgatilecauseof its
transgressive qualities, the consumer moves totadha transgression.
Cinema provides a clear illustration of this. Bycamporating the
pejorative “torture-porn” into the marketing cangpaithe production
companies commodify the transgressive intentiontled work and
transform it into a trend. As such torture-porn baased to break the rule
and has instead become it. Rather than being dittednby the excessive
qualities of the film, the audience is instead ¢hdp witness the
supercedence of previous limits. Terms such askatgcsickening, or
appalling are no longer pejorative terms, they adeertisement. The
limited subject postulated by twentieth centurynkigirs such as Foucault
and Lacan may still hold when it comes to instarafésansgression in the
real. However, it is the simulacra inherent to ttyefirst century life that
have led to the proliferation of a pseudo or sirmdatransgression in
which the subject is viewer rather than particip&ven in the case of the
English rioting of the summer of 2011, where th&es organised and real
destruction, the violators remained obedient tol#ves of consumerism,
as stolen goods and products became the bountgeofransgressor. If
transgression is the act of breaking the rules tbgit dictates that rules
have to be established in order for transgressiaceur; but, as Kristeva
has noted of Bakhtin's carnivalesque, the transipasof one regulation
may involve the transgressor following another lae,it esoteric or even
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societal. The limits of transgression are not oiyposed by the
limitlessness of contemporary culture’'s toleranae the simulated
spectacle: sexual, violent or otherwise. They aneeient to the very
conditions necessary for the transgressive actk® place.
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PART I:

HISTORICAL TRANSGRESSION






CHAPTERONE

TRANSGRESSIVETACTICS
IN PROPERTIUS LOVE ELEGY

RACHAEL GARDNER-STEPHENS

Augustan Love Elegy bore a brief flame. Whilst Igveetry and the
elegiac metre were centuries old, the genre, agsepted by Propertius,
took its distinct shape for just over fifty yealswas a constructed world
of lovers dedicated to the expression of the suprbedonistic pleasure of
sexual love; an exploration of the depths of a spdrand mistreated
lover’'s misery. The lover-poet represented in elaggd various poetical
topoi to discuss themes of sex, relationships of powed, the lovers’
removal from conventional Roman life. The developtmaf love elegy is
set within the context of a changing Rome, with fddéof the republic, a
civil war, and the rise and consolidation of theg@stan regime. It
developed throughout an ideological “period of fiMiller 2004, 24).
Augustus marked his consolidation by embarking a@ampaign to reset
firm boundaries of social, political and civic resgibility. By using
iconographic and legislative tools to assert anustan ideal, an attempt
was made to reaffirm what it was to be a “good” Rantitizen. | will
argue that the behaviours presented by the poeteinelegies engaged
with political and social discourse so as to beppeely transgressive and
controversial. | will investigate the tactics tifabpertius in particular used
to set himself in opposition to Augustan idealigrnill also suggest that
the purpose of these transgressions was to inaéstiRopme’s political and
social transitions, and to test the boundariet®ftew ideological regime.

Setting the context for these transgressive tacticsAugustus’
intervention in all levels of Roman life. In hRes GestaeAugustus
claimed to restore the republic and bring pead@dme; he improved the
fabric of Rome with an extensive building programine which he re-
established Rome’s relationship with their deitt@®ugh building temples
and increasing their iconographic importahcAugustus legislated to
encourage marriage and childbearing so as to peossrthy sons and



4 Chapter One

daughters for the empire. He claimed to reducentbeal corruption of
Rome by increasing punishment for sexual crimeé siscadultery. Issues
that were previously private became matters forsfade. One pertinent
example came in 28 BC with Augustus’ failed attemapimplement a tax
on bachelors so steep that they wobétveto marry. Finally, in 18 BC,
Augustus legislated to prevent adultery by making civil offence with
the lex Julia® One could no longer stage the themes that oncencoiy
concerned Augustan love elegy, such as love artd Without engaging
with Augustus’ ideological campaign concerning sexuores and private
behaviours, thus entering into a political disceurs

Though the key emphasis in enforcing such measuassto improve
the moral and civic health of the state, the sieoésuch legislation and
propaganda depends on the behaviour of the inditidhile we cannot
measure the success of this campaign in Rome asoke wwvhat makes
elegy so interesting is its unique presentatiorthef personal self (Ross
1975, 4). In turn, we can use elegy to investidete Propertius presents
himself, and how this representation transgresBesnew moral code.
Propertius provides us with sparse biographicahitietn his poetry but
those presented suggest that he is particularlfgluseconsider. He spent
his childhood in the dying embers of the repulitiad his familial wealth
removed during the civil war, and was later a membk Maecenas’
royally approved patronageNo other elegist was in a better position to
engage in this redefinition of boundaries (Janadil2@). The poetry that |
shall analyse specifically is the opening of BooWwol published in
approximately 26 BC.Book Two is significant to this investigation as,
although it was published early in Augustus’ regirRegopertius had a
chance to engage with the changes Augustus wasdglmaking. 2:1 in
particular is useful because of the range of paktipoi employed, as we
shall see below.

2:1 begins by praising the inspirational qualityResbpertius’ mistress,
Cynthia, and then launches intorecusatio To summarise the poems
theme, Propertius claims he cannot write about,epmr and history
because as a lover he can only write of love. Th&ild Propertius
provides of his love affair are frequently contdiy. Cynthia’s identity
is ambiguous; we do not know if she is real oritfimtis; we are not sure
whether she was supposed to be portrayedadsong meretrix prostitute,
or freed woman (See Wyke, 2002(a), Wyke, 2002, Miller 2004 for
fuller analysis of Cynthia’s identity)However, we can assume that
Cynthia is an unsuitable woman; otherwise, presiyn&ie would simply
marry her, and there would be no basis for theatiae of Propertius’ love
affair. It is possible that by creating such an @ubus character
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Propertius aimed to alienate himself from Augustatiure; but here it is

impossible to judge their relationship without fullunderstanding

Cynthia’s social status. The most consistent elérieaughout Propertius’

presentation of Cynthia, and of himself as affected her, is the

inconsistency of their relationship. In one poemythre supremely happy,
firmly ensconced in the perfection of their affair:

How happy | am! What a shining and glorious nigie lenjoyed.
And you, dear little bed that squeaked and shudilere
What a workout the two of us gave you (2:15, 1ff).

In the next poem, unscrupulous behaviour has peslraprovoking
extraordinary bitterness on one or the other’s,pastially Propertius, as
line three following in 2:5 illustrates. Here, thpeaker asks “what have |
done to deserve such a vile thing? Your betraydl/ aest you. I'll be
revenged.” Both positions are found in Propertigds and both subvert
Augustus’ moral code. For Romans, the kind of masste love that
Propertius feels is for the young and has no r&adepin mature, lasting
relationships. For example, Cicero states in lip@#hisPro Caeliothat:

when [youth] has yielded for a while to pleasuresand to these frivolous
and passing passions of youth, let it in due tiewall itself to attention
to . . . the business of the state.

Though from a previous generation, Cicero is copiemary enough to
maintain the validity of this comment. Indeed, flet that Augustus is
legislating to prevent the kind of youthful passidbicero states as being
unsuitable suggests that the ideal remains current.

In 2:1 Propertius purports to love Cynthia, andyo@lynthia, for all
eternity: “there is no turning back: one womanalisl want in this world,
and when | die/ it is from her house that | hope fumeral train will
depart” (67ff)> His devotion to her restricts his participationAngustus’
new moral Rome—he cannot marry anyone else, theréi cannot fulfil
his duty by providing strong children for the enepifPropertius also
discusses his life ambitions in 2:1, which agaendtin opposition to a
Roman-Augustan ideal. He has no inclination toof@linormal career
paths for a man in his position: a knight wouldhjtthe military and then
either enter politics or work to expand his fantikstate (Veyne 2002,
369). Instead he will dedicate his life to loveaigh a knowledge of his
limitations:

The sailor can tell you of winds, and the diliggdughman/ can speak
about teams of oxen. The soldier can count his @sun
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And the shepherd, tote up his flocks. | know myject—
Those wars we wage in bed—and follow the rule, Wwigowise,
That a man only should talk about what he knows, @4ff).

Propertius here can only pursue his specialty. étabines his refusal to
embark on a traditional career in the military wittilitaristic metaphor.
The militia amoris is also a popular trope in love elegy, and lerfas t
poem a mocking tone, belittling militaristic ideghp by comparing it to
frivolous love. Propertius continues to mock miiigéic ideology later in
the text by claiming that if everyone spent as mtiicte being in love as
he, there would be no wiin 2:1, Propertius further eroticises militaristic
ideology by using imagery from thi&ad: “and when | behold her naked,
and we struggle together naked,/ it's as if | hadrbthere at Troy at the
funeral games” (15ff). By using the image of wnestlfrom the Trojan
funeral games to allude to sex, Propertius consiroemock militaristic
ideology by reducing a religious ritual in honourtbhe dead to a baser
level, satisfying individual carnal pleasures rattiean acknowledging a
fallen soldiers’ contribution to the war effort.

In 2:1 Propertius also alludes to the sourer peariodhis relationship
with Cynthia, asking his friends to “pay my dudtyou will, this tribute:
‘A woman’s demands/ were the cause of the deatthisf unfortunate
fellow™ (89ff). Such unfortunate demands and getlgr unreasonable
behaviours are detailed frequently throughout Prtase books’ With the
portrayal of such behaviours and his own reactmrthem, Propertius’
qguestioning of Roman-Augustan ideals becomes atiquesy of the
Roman sense of self, or more specifically, th@le Roman sense of self.
Though some women in Rome had more freedom thamiglet expect,
ideologically and morally speaking, they were iidef Crucial in
sustaining this inferiority is the representatioh s&x; a Romanvir
penetrates, and a woman (or slave, or foreigner) & penetrated. The
woman represents the passive side of a relationghippertius uses a
poeticaltopostypical of love elegy to topple this dynamic. Cyiatlis a
dominag a woman who controls and enslaves Propertius.cbhé&oversy
Cynthia represents comes from the manipulatiorhefttaditional role for
Romanmatronaas maintainers of the home and of the househalgsl
By presenting Cynthia as the ruler of an enslavegpéttius this role
becomes sexualised; the keeper of slaves becomeal snslaver (Wyke
2002, 398). To be portrayed as enslaved is an mogppte role for
Propertius, a wealthy landowning Roman knight, a&s bdecomes the
feminine passive participant in their relationship.

In 2.1, Propertius adorns Cynthia with the trappimg total luxury,
such as “flowing silk from Cos” and explains thas poetry comes from



