(from a conversation)

Question:

Elusive, uncatchable, mobile, fluctuating are adjectives that you often use to refer both to a mood and also to the sense of the words used in a therapeutic relationship. The sense of the words which create contract and trust in a therapeutic relationship is fluctuating and impalpable, it’s rich in images and metaphors which are, for their own nature, ambiguous, evasive, elusive.

In his last book “La Folie Baudelaire”, Roberto Calasso writes about these images which language is full of, and about their relationship with “the incurable disquiet of mental life” which characterizes the modern age. The “real” modern, according to the author, masterfully takes its shape in Baudelaire’s shaken and nervous prose, in a sensibility which incorporates disquiet and existential unease.

In your opinion, can this disquiet, which expresses itself in a language permeated by the ambiguity of images, be considered an indispensable component of a culture in which the research of sense is related to oscillation, uncertainty, ambiguity instead of certainty and univocity? That’s to say, can we give this disquiet of mental life a positive value as well, as a necessary condition to go along the uncertain, confused and blurred margins between what can and what can’t be said, in search of a sense which escapes, which eludes because uncertain and wavering, ambiguous and metamorphic?

Eugenio Borgna:

Words are living creatures: when they confront themselves with the wavering, impalpable, uncatchable thematic lines of emotions they can’t support their sense, meaning and semantic meaningfulness, unlike what happens when thoughts are described, analyzed and, above all, from this point of view, written in words. Emotions are an essential component of life, as you know, and there’s always a permanent and dialectical correlation between them and thought. Leopardi wrote that if rational issues aren’t filled by emotions, they narrow their horizon and end up being arid and meaningless. Words are mostly evidences of what happens inside us, whenever they aren’t abstract, descriptive, thematic words but words which let us grasp chasms of meaning that we can often catch only if we can welcome them and accept them in their dimension of inexpressibility, which is even more metaphorical, even more abysmal, even more incomprehensible than what we usually call inexpressibility.  We can’t sense what happens in the inner life we have, even at the moment, so what’s happening in you or in me, if we don’t surrender to this stream of images, of metaphors which reach their sense only if we surrender to them, without the illusion of being able to grasp in an unambiguous way the infinite meanings they are hiding; even if, certainly,  they are always capable of being translated into images and words, when they are inspired by this disquiet you’ve mentioned. Life experiences, which are always in the end experiences of suffering, experiences of anguish, experiences of pain, have always been present both in psychiatry and in human sciences. But there’s no doubt that, apart from isolated, luminous or better still shining stars like Augustine, Pascal, Kierkegaard, Hölderlin, Leopardi, only figures of the 1900s, both in philosophy and psychiatry, have thoroughly grasped the enormous semantic expansion which feelings, experiences, emotions like that of disquiet take on; disquiet which, after all is another variation of the meanings that are gathered in the parable of anxiety and desperation. Grasping the profound creative meaning that emotions like disquiet, sadness or anxiety have, is a conceptual metamorphosis but above all a spiritual metamorphosis which has precisely emerged only in the 1900s, thanks to, for example, Karl Jaspers’s, Edmund Husserl’s, Aby Warburg’s emotional thought; Warburg, as you know, felt in himself the ferocious claws of disquiet, or better still, madness, which, after all inspires his last works, the ones he wrote during the long years he spent at the psychiatric hospital directed by Ludwig Binswanger at Kreuzlingen. Well, it was exactly Jaspers, Husserl, certainly, Binswanger and Warburg, in his way, who introduced the great topic of the unutterable, of the ineffable, of the fluctuating perception that we can have of our emotions and feelings. This is the only way, that of listening and seeing also what is invisible because these are the cases which connect what is visible and what is unutterable and ineffable. Only if we have eyes to grasp the mystery of what happens in our interior life, especially when it is transfigured by the emotions we have mentioned, only then we find the other image of reality, that’s to say the one of half-light, the one of shadow which is, after all, as important as the image marked by light. The shadow, the shady, indefinable dimension which constitutes one of the essential components of each existence that is analyzed and, most of all, deciphered, trying to grasp those aspects of invisibility  which constitute its epistemological foundation but also its psychological and human greatness. And then, words which refer to what can’t be analyzed fully, words which grasp all the fluid and inexpressible living in ourselves and in others, together with the consciousness that not everything can be expressed in life, that we have to understand and respect the boundaries of the unutterable. It was Robert Musil who once wrote, in “The Man without Qualities”: “woe to those who are tempted by the Faustian omnipotence of conferring meaning”  that’s to say of bringing to the light of expression all that lives in us sealed by shadows and darkness; only those who know, or have known the shadows of disquiet, even of pain, can make it visible and manifest.
