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Deafening Silence and Extremely Tight Spaces

On the vital and mortal powers of the caesura, the imagination
which slinks into "dead" spaces, and the cry embodied by silence

By Gilad Padva

There is something embarrassing, distressing, petrifying, enticing and sensual about
silences. When a speech is interrupted, and a silence disrupts a discourse, some sub-
tleties are suddenly exposed by our eyes and ears, and they are revealed as painful yet
liberating truths. Unsurprisingly, one of the basic exercises in drama schools is sitting
in front of another person while gazing at her/his eyes for no less than five minutes
without saying anything. In this way, the silence is revealed as a barrier and a bridge,
a defiance as well as invasion to other person's soul. Notably, silence is one of the ex-
pressions of a caesura — fragmentation, breaking or absence which is also a part of a
continuous chain of events and situations.

The Austrian psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud initially discussed the "caesura of birth"
by stating that there is no "clear cut" but rather a continuity between the life inside the
womb and the baby's initial period of infancy. In this way, Freud sought to challenge the
idea that a childbirth means a sudden rupture and fragmentation, in which the infant
brutally and traumatically emerges from his mother's warm womb into a tough, blinding
world.

Fifty years later, the British psychoanalyst Wilfred R. Bion claimed that the caesura
creatively connects between the womb's anarchic and sensual world, and the chaotic
and traumatic transition from fetus to newborn. This primordial momentum embeds a
great drama of bleeding separation and powerful continuity, as much as initial under-
standing of death. Bion even used the term caesura in his re-evaluation of the distance
and proximity between body and soul, sanity and insanity, peaks and abyss, the inter-
nal and the exposed, the innate and the overt, the mother tongue and the name of the
father, the experience and its interpretation, the memory and the present.

Detachment and Attachment between Two Martyrs

In music, however, a caesura means pausing, disrupting the rhythm and rupturing

the chain of sounds. Graphically, the musical caesura is marked by a pair of diagonal
slashes. In poetry, the caesura is associated with prosody — the study of the rhythmic
and intonational aspects of language — and it is materialized by broken or interrupted
phrases when the poetic sentences are thematically and syntactically diverged. Con-
sequently, a tension emerges between the literal unit and the rhythmic element. In
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playwriting, however, a caesura can be signified by instructions like "pause," "silence,"
"stops talking," "interrupting her/him" or "lights out."

Even cinema, which relies on moving images, implicates caesuras in its delicate inter-
play between continuity and disruption. A striking example is Jean Luc Godard's ex-
perimental yet sentimental film Vivre sa vie (meaning: "Living Her Own Life") (France,
1962). This New Wave film deals with the bitter fate of a saleswoman in a record
store in Paris. Due to a financial crisis, she has no choice but to prostitute. This film's
musical soundtrack is mathematically accurate. The silences of the protagonist Nana
(played by Anna Karina) appear when the words terminate; the music stops when the
viewer is required to perform a thoroughly external and self- examination; and the
silence is interrupted exactly when the music re-elevates the soul, in order to capture
the sublime.

In a particularly momentous scene in Vivre sa vie, Nana goes to a cinema theatre where
she watches Carl Theodor Dreyer's silent film La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc (meaning:
"The Passion of Jean of Arc") (France, 1928). Fragments from the film by Dreyer — who
cruelly manipulated the actress Maria Falconetti on set till she permanently lost her
sanity — are cross-edited with a close-up of tears streaming down Anna Karina's beau-
tiful face. The devastating silences reflect her understanding that she is destined to be
thrown out on the street and be subdued by the abhorrent world of prostitution. Like
Jean of Arc, who was burnt at the stake after been tortured by English inquisitors, Nana
would lose her life due to a conflict between two heartless pimps who mistreat her as
a commodity. The caesura — concomitant disruption and continuity — between these
two women martyrs, materializes a remarkable criticism of human existentiality, loss
and redemption.

Nana (Anna Karina) (on the left) watches Jean of Arc (Maria Falconetti) in Vivre sa
vie (France, 1962) (film stills from a YouTube.com excerpt)

Absence, Interim and Empty Spaces as Architectural Structure

An illuminating image of caesuras in the Renaissance art is Leonardo Da Vinci's "On
the Devine Proportion, or Rhombicuboctahedron" (1509) which depicts a sort of a box
that geometrically combines 26 hollowed and framed squares and triangulars. Due to



Da Vinci's brilliance, the material and the void do not collide. Rather, the frameworks
and the gaps integrated into a perfect architectural structure.

Leonardo Da Vinci's "On the Devine Proportion, or Rhombicuboctahedron" (1509)

In modern art, however, it seems like the artist whose artworks are particularly charac-
terized by caesuras is René Magritte. This Belgian surrealist artist's masterpieces chal-
lenge the viewers' premises while critically examine the human understanding and its
epistemological frontiers. In order to "deceive" the art lovers and challenge their pre-
suppositions, Magritte often uses absences, deficiencies, lacunas, and empty or "dead"
spaces. For example, his artwork "Pilgrim" (1966) portrays a tuxedoed male torso and a
man's hat. Yet the place where his face is expected to be is empty. The face is shown on
the left, however, detached from the rest of his body. Thus, the viewers, shocked by the
absence of the man's head, are required to deal with the void between the collar and the
hat while they actively imagine a "transference" of the detached face into its right place.
The caesura, and its embodiments in the cur-
rent exhibition at the Modi'in-Maccabim-Re’ut
Municipal Gallery, enables both the artists and
the viewers to look in a different, surprising and
challenging way on both human lives and the
relationships between image and reality, perfec-
tion and impairment, addition and subtraction,
the aesthetics of realness and the realization of
aesthetic visions. The caesura, as an intention-
al interruption, might expose failures yet it can
also repair and create new worlds.

René Magritte, “Pilgrim” (1966)
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