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CHAPTER I 2 

Music and Torture: The Stigmata 
of Sound and Sense 

Peter Szendy 

It is a fact now proven by many testimonies: in US prisons, in Guantanamo, 
and in Iraq, music is used for torture.' Not only is the sound of the music used 
as accompaniment or as a sonic mask to cover the cries, but indeed it is 
torture by means of music. This arguably novel practice must be denounced 
and cannot be denounced enough. But we must also think about it, we must 
analyze it, to attempt to understand that which was able to render possible 
this collusion or unheard-of conjunction: music and torture. 

"A cruelty consecrated by use" (una crude/ta consacrata dall' uso): 1 these 
are the first words of the chapter on torture (Della tortura) in the work of 
Enlightenment-era Italian lawyer and man of letters Cesare Beccaria. 
Regarded as the first great abolitionist speech, to which today's adversaries 
of capital punishment continue to refer, Beccaria's Dei delitti e de/le pene (On 
Crimes and Punishments) was published in 1764, translated soon after by the 
encyclopedists, and then published in the United States in 1777. Beccaria's 
argument against torture is clear from the start: 

Either he is guilty or not-guilty [o ii delitto e certo o incerto]; if guilty, no 
other punishment suits him but that established by law, and the torture 
is useless, for the confession of the culprit is useless [se certo, non gli 
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conviene altra pena che la stabilita dalle leggi, ed inutili sono i tormenti, perche 
inutile e la confessione del reo]; if not guilty, one tortures an innocent, for 
he is, according to the law, a man whose offenses have not been proven 
[se e incerto, non devesi tormentare un innocente, perchi tale e secondo le leggi 
un uomo i di cui delitti non sono provatz].3 

Torture would nullify itself in this way, juridically, in a sort of paradox: 
where it could be justified as punishment, it is useless; where it could be 
useful, it is against the law. And "this dilemma," says Beccaria, "is not a 
novelty" (none nuovo questo dilemma). 

Yet to this argument, which he clearly considers well-known, Beccaria 
seeks to add something novel. Ma io aggiungo di piu, he says, in advancing 
this distinctive new consideration: 

But, as for me, I add that it confuses all relationships to demand that a 
man be both accuser and accused [Ma io aggiungo di piu, ch' egli e un voter 
confondere tutt'i rapporti fesigere che un uomo sia nello stesso tempo accusatore 
ed accusato] ... and that the criteria (of truth) reside in the muscles and 
fibres of a wretch [nei muscoli e nelle fibre di un miserabile]. It's the surest 
way to absolve sturdy villains and condemn weak innocents [Questo e il 
mezzo sicuro di assolvere i robusti scellerati e di condannare i deboli innocentt]. 4 

If the second stage of this supplementary consideration is perfectly clear, 
that pain cannot possibly be the touchstone of truth without risking inflic
tion of the gravest injustice on the least resistant, its first stage is somewhat 
elliptical. Torture, Beccaria seems to say, places the victim in the position of 
accused and accuser at once. Accuser of whom? This is what one comes to 
understand in reading the striking prosopopoeia by which, toward the end 
of this same chapter, Beccaria gives voice to torture itself, in person: 

Men ... if Nature has given you an inextinguishable self-love [uno 
inestinguibile amor proprio], if it has given you an inalienable right to 
self-preservation [se vi ha dato un inalienabile diritto alla vostra difesa], 
I create in you a completely contrary affect, namely a heroic hatred of 
yourselves, and I command you to accuse yourselves [io creo in voi un 
affetto tutto contrario, cioe un eroico odio di voi stessi, e vi comando di accusare 
voi medesimz].5 

The accused, while he is tortured, cannot thus limit himself to assuring his 
defense, as he may justly do through the proceedings of his trial: he is also 
forced, at the same time, to accuse himself, to carry out his autoaccusation. 

Whether the notion of torture, such as Beccaria defines and character
izes it here, has changed or not since the Age of Enlightenment, whether it 
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was or was not maintained intact until the most recent abuses of which we 
now know, is difficult to establish. It seems, however, that certain modern 
torture practices, hypocritically presented as "no-touch torture," push the 
perversion of this confusion of roles (of the "rapports" between accused 
and accuser, as Beccaria says) so far as to pursue the identification of the 
torturer with the victim himself: it is the latter who, without being touched, 
is supposed to inflict the pain upon himself. Contemporary with other 
operations oflinguistic whitewashing (like the too-famous "surgical strikes" 
with their "collateral damage"), this torture for which the torturer need not 
dirty his hands, not only hides itself behind banal expressions (one speaks 
thus, in the military or police lexicon, of "additional psychological strate
gies"), but above all places the victim, in pushing him to auto-mutilation or 
suicide, in the position of self-executioner. 

However, this self-torment, as Beccaria's text already suggested between 
the lines, has its principal model in the Christian tradition, at the intersec
tion between the lineage of confession and that of stigmatization. Beccaria 
writes, 

Another motive of torture, just as ridiculous, is the purging of infamy 
[un altro ridicolo motivo delta tortura e la purgazione delfinfamia] ... . This 
usage seems to be borrowed from religious and spiritual ideas, by which 
mankind, in all nations and in all ages, is so greatly influenced [Sembra 
quest'uso preso dalle idee religiose e spirituali, che hanno tanta influenza su i 
pensieri degli uomini, su le nazioni e su i secolt]. ... [I]n the same way that 
pain and fire erase the bodily and spiritual stains, why would not the 
agony of torture erase the civil stain that is infamy [come il do/ore ed il 
fuoco tolgono le macchie spirituali ed incorporee, perchi gli spasimi delta 
tortura non toglieranno la macchia civile che e l'infamia]? I believe the 
confession of the accused, considered essential to prosecution in 
some courts, has a similar origin, for with the mysterious tribunal of 
penitence the confession of the sins is an essential part of the sacrament 
[Io credo che la confessione de! reo, che in alcuni tribunali si esige come essenziale 
alla condanna, abbia una origine non dissimile, perchi nel mister!oso tribunale 
di penitenza la confessione dei peccati e parte essenziale del sagramento]. 6 

In summary, for Beccaria, torture is readily conceived as the erasure of a 
trace, of a defamatory mark, like purification that would wash away the 
stain of sin with pain. By torture, which would thus ultimately have to be 
conceived and accepted as self-punishment, the victim-victim above all of 
the evil working in him and through him-would have, so to speak, the 
chance to produce on himself the redemptive countermark. In this sense, 
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torture would become the sacrificial passion of a body marked by the 
stigmata of its future redemption. , 

In fact, torture leaves traces, wounds, s,cars. The body subjected to tor
ture carries its marks. It recounts, from now on in a voiceless, but cruelly 
painful manner, the violence inflicted upon it. It is, so to speak, the silent 
archive of this violence: the evidence, as one says in English, the proof. Now 
that which is evident is that which is seen. The Latin etymology attests to 
this: the evidence comes from, it issues from (ex-, out of) the visible (videns, 
present participle of videre, to see). 

And what about the audible? 
I will not speak of the sound and the fury, of the cries and protests at the 

instant the body finds itself subjected to pain.7 I will not speak of this intol
erable soundtrack that accompanies cruelty. My question, in my prepara
tion to investigate the suffering caused by music, will rather be this: do the 
sonorous instruments of torture leave, if not traces, at least a remnant? In 
other words, would there be sound marks, sound stigmata? And if so, what 
would be their nature? 

The history of the use of music in torture remains to be written, and its 
field delimited. For pain-whether deliberately inflicted or not-is at work 
everywhere in the musical experience, also and especially where music is 
supposed to bring comfort or reconciliation. 

Szymon Laks, who was conductor of the orchestra at Auschwitz, recounts 
a particularly disturbing memory: 

On Christmas Eve 1943, I took a small group of Dutchmen to the 
women's hospital where at the instructions of Commander 
Schwarzhuber we were supposed to play a few carols to console the 
sick .. . . I would rather not describe the sight that spread out before our 
eyes or the stink that blew on us when we crossed the threshold. It was 
unbelievable that this was a hospital whose calling was the treatment 
and care of weak, emaciated women who were near death. I chased 
away gloomy thoughts. We had come here to play .... We started with 
the traditional German carol "Silent Night, Holy Night" ... which the 
audience listened to attentively. We also had Polish Christmas carols in 
our repertoire. We began with "Sleep, LittleJesus."8 After a few bars 
quiet weeping began to be heard from all sides, which became louder 
and louder as we played and finally burst out in general uncontrolled 
sobbing ... . I didn't know what to do; the musicians looked at me in 
embarrassment. To play on? Louder? . . . From all sides spasmodic cries, 
ever more numerous, ever shriller-in Polish ... "Enough of this! 
Stop!" ... What could we do? We cleared out. I did not know that 
a carol could give so much pain. 9 
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That a Christmas carol can give pain in Auschwitz: one is tempted to 
hear in this case the reversal, the inversion of the alleviating virtue tradi
tionally attributed to music. One is brought to believe that, in inhuman 
conditions, music's capacity for consolation resounds like a painful reminder 
of a lost humanity. And thenceforth, in spite of appearances, it would not 
be responsible, it would not be an accomplice to the suffering it causes: 
on the contrary, in the middle of the barbarity, music would simply be too 
horribly good. 

However, I insist, the pain-deliberately inflicted or not-is at work 
everywhere in the musical experience. It is even conceived in certain con
texts as necessary, as a passage of initiation, like a kind of sacrificial trial in 
preparation for the construction of musical beauty, one that will be disem
bodied. It suffices to recall here a testimony among so many others on the 
apprenticeship of the piano that pianist and composer George Antheil 
describes in his autobiography (Bad Boy of Music, 1945): the propitiatory 
suffering on the path toward virtuosity: 

A pianist's fingers are both his ammunition and his machine guns. 
By the time you are ready to be a concert pianist, they must have been 
tempered into steel. ... You practice slow trills until it almost kills you, 
until your two forearms are like sore throbbing hams, twice, three times 
their normal size, or so they seem. Then you wait until the soreness 
gets out of them. Then you start all over again. Finally, after weeks, you 
commence playing on an octave scale .... Up and down, up and down, 
until, at last, your forearms seem as if they will burst again. Moreover, 
by this time, the pain creeps up to your shoulders, spreads over your 
back. You keep on. You must never stop. And so technique comes 
to you. 1 0 

One can always think that it's a matter of contingent effect, of a collateral 
damage brought on by the means necessary for the development of a 
virtuoso technique worthy of this name. Once acquired, it is forgotten, 
disappeared in the bodiless beauty that it makes possible. 

There is, on the other hand, an experience that we all have, I believe, to 
differing degrees, and thanks to which we should be able at least to glimpse, 
from very far off, what those detainees lived through, who, according to 
many recent testimonies that I will shortly cite, were subjected by the 
military or the police to a systematic use of torture by music. 

I mean the experience of melodic obsession, as it has been described nota
bly by Theodor Reik in his fascinating essay entitled The Haunting Melody. 
I will not recount here the pages that I devoted to this phenomenon 
elsewhere;u suffice it to say that the melody or the most beautiful song, the 



1 94 Peter Szendy 

most moving or the most pleasant, can become detestable when it haunts 
your mind from morning to night, sometimes for days, preventing you 
from thinking, torturing you with its-unwelcome, yet insistent presence. 

It's no accident if, to name what one calls a tube in French or a "hit" in 
English, namely, a huge success that not only repeats itself on the market 
of musical merchandise, but also especially ends up invading the econ
omy of the psyche, if in Italian, then, one calls it tormentone: i.e., in the 
language of Beccaria, a great torture. 

If music thus implies suffering induced or endured, if the musical expe
rience is so often indistinguishable from pain, it seems difficult to circum
scribe its torturing dimension. Certainly it exposes itself in a privileged 
way on the battlefields of war against what is called terrorism or during 
interrogations led in Iraq and Guantanamo, as we will soon see. However, 
starting with certain myths of ancient Greece (like that of Apollo having 
Marsyas flayed at the outcome of their flute contest) up to certain bellicose 
episodes in the Bible (like the famous walls of Jericho, which collapse under 
the force of the clamor triggered by the sounding of trumpets), 12 the art of 
sounds has long been linked to the art of inflicting pain or defeat. 

But let us for the moment assume that the use of music for torture can 
be limited to its intentional application in order to produce suffering with 
the goal of obtaining strategically important information. 1 J In maintaining 
this provisional characterization, in pretending to believe that musical vio
lence is specifically a military or police affair, we can follow the remarkable 
study of Suzanne Cusick, the first to my knowledge to retrace the recent 
history of sound torture. 

In "Music as Torture/Music as Weapon," 14 she shows how the idea to 
use music as a weapon of war or as an interrogation technique goes back to 
the notion of no-touch torture,' s born of US military research after World 
War II, in collaboration with the Canadian and British secret services. In 
fact, as early as 1978, the European Court of Human Rights deemed the 
thunderous noises that the English used against their Irish prisoners "inhu
man and degrading." And in December 1989, when the United States 
invaded Panama, Manuel Noriega, who had taken refuge at the Apostolic 
Nunciature, surrendered after having been bombarded without respite by 
hard rock. 

One could certainly question this supposedly US American or Anglo
Saxon origin of the tactic of non tactile torture, in particular if one thinks of 
the technique falsely described as Chinese, whose invention is attributed, 
rather, to an Italian jurist of the sixteenth century, Hyppolitus de Marsiliis, 
and which consists of letting fall, in a regular or irregular fashion, drops of 
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water on a part of the victim's body, in particular the face. This "Chinese 
Water Torture," as it is called in English, is thus also a manner of causing 
suffering that requires no contact whatsoever between the torturer and his 
victim: its terrible efficiency resides, it seems, in the devastating psychic 
effects, because the victim awaits the drop. It would also be advisable, no 
doubt, to consider here other methods of inflicting injuries without con
tact, from a distance. The long and complex history of stigmata and the 
stigmatized, to which I have already alluded and to which I will return, 
would be a remarkable example, beginning with the tradition initiated by 
St. Francis of Assisi, when, in 1224, in the solitude of a hermitage, he 
received his stigmatic wounds from the simple, remote vision of a seraph 
who presented the image of the crucifixion to him. 

But it remains that concerning the explicit use of music for torture the 
phenomenon seems to be essentially US American and recent. For, as 
Cusick recalls, it was at the end of the 1990s that the United States signed 
contracts with companies who in turn applied for patents for technological 
devices like the Acoustic Blaster, produced by Primex Physics International, 
which generates repetitive impulse waveforms at a volume of 165 decibels, 
which can be aimed precisely for "antipersonnel" use. However, the prod
uct that ended up dominating the sinister market of the nonlethal arms 
races is the Long Range Acoustic Device (LRAD), developed by the 
American Technology Corporation beginning in 2000, capable of project
ing at high volume, at a distance of up to a kilometer, a "strip of sound" 
about a half-meter in breadth. In March 2006, according to sources cited 
by Cusick, 350 LRADs had been sold to the US Navy and US Army and to 
the Boston, New York, and Los Angeles police departments, who use it 
primarily for "clearing streets" or for "drawing out enemy snipers." The 
intense acoustic energy that is thus "fired" from a distance causes the target 
to be spatially disoriented. According to other testimonies concerning sim
ilar weapons used by Israel in Lebanon or the Gaza Strip, one feels "hit by 
a wall of air that is painful on the ears"; one sometimes has "nosebleeds" 
and is "shaking inside." 

This bellicose use of acoustic projection is not necessarily musical, but it 
can be. According to US Army spokesperson Ben Abel, the privates engaged 
in operations of psychological warfare (PsyOps) are generally responsible 
for deciding which music is blasted by connecting, for example, an MP3 
player to the LRAD: "our guys have been getting really creative in finding 
sounds they think would make_ the ene!Ily upset .. . . These guys have their 
own mini disc players, with their own music, plus hundreds of downloaded 
sounds. It's kind of a personal preference how they choose the songs."16 
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If the music is thus, in the acoustic war, a simple option left to the dis
cretion of the combatants who fight it, this is not the case for its torturous 
use, according to testimonies tha(have filtered out of US American pris
ons. In May 2003 the BBC's website reported the remarks of a sergeant at 
PsyOps, Mark Hadsell, who in regard to the prisoners in Iraq declared, 
"These people haven't heard heavy metal. They can't take it. If you play it 
for 24 hours, your brain and body functions start to slide, your train of 
thought slows down and your will is broken. That's when we come in and 
talk to them.",'7 

According to other sources, children's melodies, notably the Sesame 
Street theme and the theme song from Barney and Friends, "I Love You," are 
used as instruments of torture. 18 In addition, in a detailed report published 
by The Nation (December 26, 2005) we learn that the space reserved for 
the exercise of musical violence is readily nicknamed "The Disco" by US 
soldiers. It is generally a dark room, even a shipping crate, where the pris
oners are inundated with sounds of Eminem or Bruce Springsteen 
("Born in the USA''), exactly as they might be submerged in ice water. 
Sometimes the artists themselves gave their blessing post factum, such as 
James Hetfield of Metallica, who expressed "pride" that his music is "cul
turally offensive" to Iraqis. '9 A good part of public opinion also gave its 
blessing, as evidenced by the flourishing number of "torture playlists" on 
the Internet, each one making its small suggestion as to the best "mood 
music for jolting your jihadi."20 

In short, the fact that music can be conceived as an instrument of tor
ture also says much about the use and representation that we have of it 
for ourselves. As Cusick very accurately writes: "the blogosphere responses 
[which she analyzes in detail] document an important aspect of the cur
rent wars' home front." 21 And she goes further still in questioning the 
"eerie resonances" between, on the one hand, the ideology that underlies 
the practice of no-touch torture by means of sound, 22 and on the other 
hand, "the aesthetics shared by a wide range of music cultures since the 
1960s." "Both," she says, "blur the distinction between sound and music"; 
and, she adds, both rest on the idea that "listening to music can dissolve 
subjectivity." 

This history of torture by music, of which I have recalled a few brief 
recent episodes, would need to be accompanied by a history of torture in 
music itself. Otherwise said: it would be necessary to dwell at length on the 
way in which musical works have described, staged, and represented tor
ture. I am thinking in particular of II Prigioniero, by Luigi Dallapiccola, in 
1949, or Bluebeard's Castle, by Bela Bart6k, in 1918. 
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In the prologue and first act of II Prigioniero, it is the jailor who, with 
his song, gives hope to the prisoner, detained and tortured by the 
Spanish Inquisition in the sixteenth century; his air, "The Song of the 
Beggars," resembles a popular song of uprising. The prisoner tries to sing 
it, too, but he does not succeed: like the agonizing patients at Auschwitz 
in the account of Szymon Laks, he bursts into tears; he doesn't have 
the strength to bear the hope the music embodies. However, when he real
izes that the jailor has voluntarily left the door of his cell open, he 
escapes; he wanders in the subterranean labyrinths of the prison; and when 
he finds what he thinks is the exit, he realizes that he has only thrown 
himself into the arms of the Grand Inquisitor himself: he has thus suc
cumbed to the ultimate torture, that which music as such embodies best, 
that of hope. 

If, as Adorno wrote at the beginning of his Mahler, "all music, with its 
first note, promises that which is different," this promise inherent in music 
is here figured by three notes (those that the jailor introduces when he 
sings the word fratello, "brother") that form an omnipresent motif in the 
dodecaphonic texture of the opera. 2 3 In II Prigioniero, the music is in a way 
rolled up into itself; it notices and designates in itself the core of hope that 
it carries, which is also the heart of the suffering it causes. 

As for Act One of Bluebeard's Castle by Bart6k-its libretto was written 
by Bela Balazs, inspired by Charles Perrault's Bluebeard-the torture rooms 
of the castle are musically painted, just as Judit discovers them one by one, 
by mixing the tones of the xylophone and the woodwinds in high pitch, as 
well as with scales rapidly traversing the interval of tritone: all musical 
attributes traditionally associated with the devil or sorcery, with supernatu
ral forces of evil. But if the musical figuration of cruelty is thus most con
ventional (while being orchestrated in a remarkable way), it inscribes itself 
in a dramatic argument that blurs the distinction of roles between the tor
turer and the victim: it is J udit who quite often appears to be the inquisitor, 
with her insatiable curiosity, with her desire to know everything about 
Bluebeard's secrets. 

As II Prigioniero lets us hear it, music would thus carry at its heart a sort 
of enclave of hope, a kernel of promise always ready to turn into a cyst of 
pain. Consequently one understands that music does not really admit sta
bility in the distribution of roles between the torturer and his victim. 
Musical joy (jouissance) is as if beyond pleasure: such is perhaps the encrypted 
secret thatJudit searches for i11 the vaults. 

But I'll interrupt here this very brief overview of the history of torture 
by or in music, to return to my initial question: what would be acoustic 
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stigmata of musical torture, if there is such a thing? What would be the 
remainder, the mark or the trace left by the torture that music inflicts? 

Such is, I believe, the motif around whidi Stanley Kubrick's A Clockwork 
Orange (1971) turns. And the answer consists in a reply by a certain doctor 
Brodksy. This reply-which perhaps says nothing, that is to say nothing 
other than that which remains of music-we will approach step by step, 
scene by scene. 

Accompanied by a soundtrack of music that Purcell composed for the 
funeral of the Queen Mary (interpreted in the film on synthesizer), a red
orange screen serves as background to the short opening credits. This 
image is very quickly replaced by a close-up of Alex (Malcolm McDowell). 
His right eye is surrounded by false lashes; he has cufflinks in the shape of 
torn and blood-stained eyeballs. While the camera moves slowly away, 
revealing little by little the scene of the bar where Alex is sitting with his 
acolytes, his fixed gaze, in the center of the image, seems to oscillate in 
place, in a vibrant immobility, between these two allegorical attributes of 
sight that he wears: the ornament of the makeup, as if to say in advance the 
perverse pleasure (jouissance) of the surplus of vision; and the cadaver-like 
rigidity of a dead eye, having become simple vitreous matter. 

"There was me," says Alex in the voice-over. This is, after the credits, the 
lead-in of the film, which gives it its tone, that of an autobiographical 
account. But, before these first words, before an "I" or "me" can be enunci
ated, there will thus have been the music and the image. A funeral music 
that seems to express mourning, perhaps the mourning of itself, since it 
presents itself already as differing from itself in its arrangement or syn
thetic derangement owed to Walter Carlos. 24 And an apparently stable 
image, that of a look in which the fixedness seems to already tremble, how
ever, between the vitrified indifference of a pure projection screen and the 
ornamental proliferation of the artificial supplement. 

"There was me," says Alex, as if this "me," this "I," was in some way 
the product of the disturbing superposition, of the slow slide where, on the 
one hand, a music estranged from itself passes by, and on the other hand, 
an eye pulled between insensitivity and the desire of the image. It is, we will 
see, in the movement of this reciprocal gliding that the question of the 
remainder or of Alex's sonic stigmata resides. 

But we must first follow the narrative of the stations of his passion after 
his first phrase, which marks the threshold of the world of ultraviolence in 
which we prepare ourselves to enter with him. "A bit of the old ultravio
lence," says Alex, according to a formula that rhymes in advance with so 
many others: "the old in-out, in-out," Alex's expression for coitus, as well as 
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"the old Ludwig van." One of the most common terms in Alex's language, 
in this strange melange of archaic or slang English and Russian, one of the 
recurring adjectives in this futurist jargon borrowed from the eponymous 
novel of Anthony Burgess, is indeed old. 2 s 

The association of the "good old" Beethoven with this "good old" ultra
violence is announced, is signaled for the first time by the ring of the door
bell, preparing "the old surprise visit" of Alex and his acolytes to the calm 
countryside residence of the Alexanders, near London. At the threshold of 
this scene, which will conclude with the rape of Mrs. Alexander, choreo
graphed to the tune of "Singin' in the Rain," we hear in the ringing the 
abbreviated form, transformed into a sort of jingle, of the first measures of 
Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, with its famous rhythmic motif: three short, 
one long. 26 

But the real soundtrack accompanying the sadistic dreams of Alex will 
be Beethoven's Ninth Symphony. One hears for the first time the "Ode to 
Joy" in the bar where the four young men return after their nocturnal 
jaunt. They are exhausted, sitting and sipping their milk enriched with 
drugs ("milk-plus"), when an elegant woman surrounded by "sophistos 
from the TV studios" (as Alex says in his idiom) begins to sing the famous 
line: "Freude, schoner Gotterfunken . ... " 

Alex, whose musical idiosyncrasies were evoked in the first scene of 
aggression, 2 7 is jubilant as innumerable ecstatic images come to decorate 
his already flourished language: "And it was like for a moment, 0 my 
brothers, some great bird had flown into the milkbar and I felt all the 
malenky little hairs on my plott standing endwise, and the shivers crawling 
up like slow malenky lizards and then down again. Because I knew what she 
sang. It was a bit from the glorious Ninth, by Ludwig van." 28 

But it is only when Alex gets home, after this long and memorable 
night, that the "glorious Ninth" will produce a whole gushing of images. 
Seated in front of his stereo equipment,Alex thinks, "It had been a wonder
ful evening and what I needed now to give it the perfect ending was a bit of 
the old Ludwig van." In fact, when the second movement of the symphony 
starts, the camera first pans across the icons that cover Alex's room: the 
portrait of Beethoven, printed on the drawn blind in front of the window; 
a large poster of a naked woman, legs spread, in front of which the domes
tic snake belonging to the young man darts his head phallically; and four 
statuettes of Christ, whose detailed stigmata in close-up are soon choreo
graphed in a tight montage, _to the_ ~hythm of the music. "Oh, bliss!" 
exclaims Alex, "bliss and heaven! Oh, it was gorgeousness and georgeosity 
made flesh. It was like a bird of rarest-spun heaven metal or like silvery 
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wine flowing in a spaceship, gravity all nonsense now. As I slooshied, I knew 
such lovely pictures." 2 9 

On these words, the camera leaves the room and enters directly into 
Alex's imagination: it penetrates on the set where he shoots over and over in 
himself his own oneiric images, it situates itself in the place of the produc
ing agency of the young man's paradisiacal visions: a trap door that opens 
to let fall the hanged body of a woman; Alex himself with a vampire's blood
dripping teeth; explosions; an old film showing a landslide and crushed 
bodies. 

Happiness, splendor, pure pleasure: Alex seems here to be his true self, 
Alex is Alex, it is this "me" that enjoys itself (jouit de lui-meme)-that is to 
say, a certain audiovisual production of himself. 

But the values of these dreamlike visions produced by "the Ninth" in Alex's 
sadistic psyche will be, little by little, inverted, starting from the moment he 
finds himself in prison for the murder of a certain Mrs. Weathers. Now 
another Alex will be produced by the montage, or rather by the incessant 
reciprocal slippage of music and imagery. 

The first indication of this transvaluation of values and of this metamor
phosis is the name of the experimental treatment for which Alex volunteers 
himself: The Ludovico Treatment Technique-Ludovico, like Ludwig van, like 
the one whose bust and portrait still adorn the table and shelves of Alex's 
cell, where the Minister of the Interior observes them during his visit in the 
prison, before making his speech on penal theory. 

Alex, along with the other detainees, listens to this piece of anthology on 
the supposed difference between surveillance and punishment:3° 

Minister: Cram criminals together and what do you get-concentrated 
criminality ... crime in the midst of punishment. 

Governor of the Prison: I agree, sir. What we need are larger prisons. 
More money. 

Minister: Not a chance, my dear fellow. The Government can't be 
concerned any longer with outmoded penological theories. Soon we 
may be needing all of our prison space for political offenders. 
Common criminals like these are best dealt with on a purely curative 
basis. Kill the criminal reflex, that's all. Full implementation in a 
year's time. Punishment means nothing to them, you can see that ... 
they enjoy their so-called punishment. 

On these words, Alex, unable to hold back, cries: "You're absolutely right, 
sir!" He is quickly transferred to the Ludovico Medical Center. And there, 
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while he receives an injection of an experimental serum, he asks Dr. Branam 
about the exact nature of the treatment: 

Dr. Branom: It's quite simple really. We're just going to show you 
some films. 

Alex: You mean like going to the pictures? 
Dr. Branom: Something like that. 
Alex: Well, that's good. I like to viddy the old films now and again. 
Alex (voice-over): And viddy films I would. Where I was taken to, 

brothers, was like no cine I'd been in before." 

So Alex goes to the movies. And in following him, to the cinema in the 
cinema, we will witness his metamorphosis, that is to say his new audiovi
sual montage. This will be a different punctuation, a different way to stop, to 

nail the images to the music, which will produce a totally new Alex: a new 
way for Alex to say "I," to pronounce "there was me." 

Held by a straitjacket, his head surrounded by electrodes and his eyelids 
held open by clamps, Alex initially enjoys this constraint, which relentlessly 
imposes upon him the audiovisual of "a very good professional piece of 
cine [that] looked like it was done in Hollywood." Listening to the cries of 
a fight scene, watching blood flow, Alex exclaims: "It was beautiful!"J 1 But 
over the course of the next projection, during which he must witness a 
scene of gang rape, Alex begins to feel bad. He suffers from violent nausea 
and, as he says himself: "I could not shut me glazzies." While Alex, immo
bilized in front of the images from which he cannot escape, cries for help, 
Dr. Brodsky comments, in a coldly scientific tone, on the transformation in 
progress, before Dr. Branom herself offers the explanation to Alex: 

Dr. Brodsky: Very soon now the drug will cause the subject to experience 
a death-like paralysis together with deep feelings of terror and 
helplessness. One of our earlier test subjects described it as being 
like death, a sense of stifling and drowning, and it is during this 
period we have found the subject will make his most rewarding 
associations between his catastrophic experience and environment 
and the violence he sees. 

Dr. Branom (to Alex): Dr. Brodsky's pleased with you. Violence is a very 
horrible thing. That's what you're learning now. Your body is 
learning it. You felt ill this afternoon because you're getting better. 
You see, when we're healthy we respond to the presence of the 
hateful with fear and nause?. You'!e becoming healthy, that's all. By 
this time tomorrow you'll be healthier still. 



202 Peter Szendy 

The next day's session begins with images of Nazi military processions and 
air raids, accompanied by a soundtrack that Alex ends up recognizing: 
"Ludwig van, Ninth Symphony, fourth movement" (again, a synthesized ver
sion). With his eyes wide open and his head covered in wires, like Jesus 
wearing his crown of thorns, Alex screams in pain and horror: 

Alex: Stop it ... stop it, please! I beg of you! It's a sin! It's a sin! It's a sin, 
please! 

Dr. Brodsky: What's all this about sin? 
Alex: That! ... Using Ludwig van like that! He did no harm to anyone. 

Beethoven just wrote music. 
Dr. Branam: A.re you referring to the background score? 
Alex: Yes! 
Dr. Branam: You've heard Beethoven before? 
Alex: Yes! 
Dr. Brodsky: You're keen on music? 
Alex: Yes! 
Dr. Brodsky (to Dr. Branam): It can't be helped. Here's your punishment 

element perhaps. 

This irreducible punitive element resounds like a cruel and ironic echo 
that reveals the biopolitical phantasm lodged in the heart of the smiling 
and banal adage "music soothes the savage breast" (la musique adoucit les 
moeurs). For behind the mask of the good will to power, there exists the 
shadow of a training or breaking down (dressage) of which certain contem
porary politicians dream, facilitated by the work of behavioral science.32 

Still, here the Ninth Symphony changes painfully in value and function: 
in its synthesized version, these are no longer pleasant sadistic visions that 
gush out before Alex's eyes, but sinister archival footage in black and white. 
In place of the fake decorative lashes connoting his scopic pleasure (jouis
sance scopique ), Alex is from now on adorned with metal clamps, which make 
his eye a kind of pane or screen: such is the ongoing reconfiguration of the 
link that ties the visible to the procession of the musical flow. 

Leaving the cinema in the cinema, at the outcome of this operation of 
audiovisual reorganization, something, then, remains. It is the Ninth, yes, 
the glorious Ninth of Ludwig van that appears as this remainder, inefface
able, impossible to suppress, of a penalty based on punishment. Within the 
same experiment, which aims, rather than punishment or atonement, at a 
medicalized readaptation of Alex, the Ninth seems to embody that which 
escapes the therapy without pain, redemption without suffering. It is this 
trace or this mark by which Alex, even though cured or purified-that is to 
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say, having incorporated the values imposed upon him-will be able to 
continue to suffer and endure. 

By the way, later in the film, the Ninth's second movement, blasted 
by speakers as big as totem poles, is used as an instrument of torture by 
Mr. Alexander for his revenge in order to push Alex to a suicide attempt 
that could be exploited by the adversaries of the Minister and of his bio
politic against delinquency.33 Finally, during the Minister's last visit to Alex, 
still recovering in his hospital bed, it is again the Ninth that he is offered, 
by the politician seeking to regain popularity, as "a symbol of new under
standing ... an understanding between two friends." With bouquets of 
flowers and the press gathered for the occasion, immense loudspeakers are 
again pushed toward Alex's bed. He smiles and shakes the Minister's hand 
before rolling his eyes in his head, losing himself finally, again, in the 
remembered visions sparked in him by the good old Ninth: he dreams of 
making love in the snow to the applause of a distinguished public, while the 
final orchestra bursts out. "I was cured all right," he says-and these are the 
last words of the film before the credits. 

Thus, in A Clockwork Orange, the Ninth appear_s as a kind of pharmakon 
of behavioral therapy that seeks to associate violence with nausea in Alex's 
mind. It is at the same time the curative supplement that intensifies the 
effects of the cure and that remainder that holds in reserve other inversions 
of value, new gushes of images to come. 

As this punitive remnant, the Ninth has in some ways become Alex's sonic 
stigma. In the manner of the Christ figures that he collects and displays in 
his room, resembling the points (stigmata, in Greek) that the nails of the 
crucifixion have engraved in the palms and on the feet of the Savior, the 
Ninth is each time that which nails, that which rivets Alex to a meaning. 
This music, which in itself is however nothing but a pure flow referring to 
nothing else than its own differential organization, this music capable of 
producing or giving rise to all possible images, without discrimination, 
endowed with the most contradictory and varied signifiers,34 this music, as 
soon as it is stopped,.fixed on one set of images rather than another, is also 
that which attaches, that which binds Alex to a system of values. It immo
bilizes him; it fastens him to an ethic, to a moral code. 

The connection between music and images, in Kubrick's film and 
beyond, could undoubtedly be compared to that of the signifier and the 
signified according to Lacan: the musical flow, the procession of sound 
signs slip infinitely on or ul!der qie sparkling images that it births.JS 
And that which temporarily stops this procession, this sliding of the music 
and of the image one over the other, is the punctuation of a point (which 
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Lacan named the "button tie" [le point de capiton]).36 It is the stig;matic stop 
of a coup de force, it is a punctuating violence done to the music that makes 
it mean this rather than that-that pins it, Lacan would again say, to sing 
the sadistic pleasure (jouissance) rather than stir up self-righteous humanist 
nausea. And this violence, which nails, which rivets the music to a meaning, 
this violence which is in a way its signifying stigma or its internal stig
matology, is what music in tum imprints, from a distance, on those who are 
the victims of its "no-touch torture." 

The phantasm that accompanies or supports the acoustic machine
gunning of musical torture is indeed the mastery of this stigmatization. It 
is a question of pushing in the nail, from afar and without seeming to touch, 
in order to signify: thus it is, period. 

The violence of musical torture could well be, in the end, the reflection 
of the violence one inflicts on music, when one stops it in the slippage 
where it defers itself and differs from itself (se diffire), to rivet it onto the 
stigmatizing punctuation of a meaning. 

And to nail there the subject of its passion. 

Translated from the French 
by Allison Schifani and Zeke Sikelianos 
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