Laurence Rickels’ new book The
Vampire Lectures, takes the
pulse of the undead creatures
who haunt our filmic and liter-
ary imagination, and digs up an
eerie signifier for the occult un-
derside of technological media-
tion. Introducing Freud and the
Frankfurt School to Bram Stok-
er and Andy Warhol as well as
Buffy the Vampire Slayer and
the camp cinema of Ed Wood,
Rickels charts the overlapping
psychic terrain between the

Laurence Rickels

INTERVIEW WITH THE VAMPIRE

Nancy Barton

phantoms of vampire lore and
the spectre of disembodied com-
munication. Anne Rice, the
reigning queen of vampire fic-
tion, has called it “the ultimate
book... incredibly rich and
thought provoking.”

Suspended between transfer-
ence and telepathy, Rickels’ in-
novative style creates a dense
web of associations which mix
pop culture and psychoanalytic
theory, echoing the spontaneous
layering of sound and image in

new video and music. Recalling
the interdisciplinary interests of
authors such as Adorno or
Bataille, Rickels writes exten-
sively for artists’ catalogues,

and has recently begun to curate
exhibitions. His “Art/Journal-

ism” show at Rosamund Felsen

gallery was among the most
popular and controversial in

Los Angeles last season.

With the publication of Aberra-
tions of Mourning and The
Case of California, Rickels’

work began to attract the atten-
tion of the artworld. The con-
nections drawn in his work be-
tween adolescence, technocul-
ture, narcissism, and the death
drive, illuminate concerns
which have been central to
many artists working in the
90s. His forthcoming titles in-
clude Acting Out in Groups,
the three-part opus, Nazi Psy-
choanalysis, and The History
of Cinema, a study of German
filmmaker Ulrike Ottinger.

Nancy Barton: Where did you
first uncover the connection be-
tween communications media
and the supernatural?

Laurence Rickel: It was in
Freud’s writings that I first be-
came aware of an uncanniness
shared by occult media and tech-
nical media — and Freud was
writing right in time to register
some of the uncannier mediatic
interventions from the telephone
on up, or down. Taken together
with the mass impact of World
War I, the emergence of the new

media were, all down the line, ac-
companied by a new interest in
the occult. Occult societies flour-
ished after the first World War,
and were just as eager to get
Freud involved with their enter-
prise as was Hollywood at its end.
Earlier in the 19th century, we can
see a crude and positive parallel
between the advent of the tele-
graph, and all that poltergeist
knocking about that shook the
United States and Europe up at
that same time. So it seems that
we have always registered our

shocked reception of the media in
the more ancient zone of occult
traditions and legends, and have
thus also in a sense reformulated,
renewed, and changed, the con-
tours of that occult place.

NB: Why did you choose the
vampire as the central image for
this study?

LR: The vampire, in effect, chose
me. Freud refers once to the vam-
pire in Totem and Taboo to drive
home the occult significance of
our first contact with our dead.

‘When someone close to us, some-
one we have identified with, dies
on us, we project our ambivalence
onto the deceased. But because
there is a reversal in projection—
otherwise the dead would be ani-
mated as the mourner, and we
could leave the mouming to the
dead — the corpse is reanimated
as vengeful phantom or vampire
out to get us. As with the uncanny,
which seems to come at us like an
external force and therefore at-
tracts our preemptive strikes, but
in fact is already in the home, the
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place where it was to be forgotten,
so undeath is the unwelcome truth
about our relationship to death or
the dead that we prefer to project
onto the screens of occult fantasy.
One day I decided to reverse fore-
ground and background, and place
at the front of the class the vampire
Freud mentions only in passing. In
other words, I conjoined PR, the
propaganda and group psychology
of mass media culture, and thus
perhaps began to heal a longstand-
ing split between consumer pro-
jection and working with and on
the transference. So we started
reading a great many works of oc-
cult or gothic fiction and a lot of
Freud. I was also at the time con-
cemed about the emergence of a
new middlebrow sociology or so-
cial studies that was starting to fill
in the blanks with profound resis-
tance to theory, in particular to psy-
choanalysis. So I went where the
cultural studies people went but
kept my Freudian ears on. Psycho-
analysis has always been about
thinking about the hi and the low of
culture, and thereby not surrender-
ing any part of our inheritance to
journalism or to the state.

NB: If the technology of telecom-
munication extends the reach of the
self in forms that mirror psychic
phenomena, does the current infil-
tration of cyberspace into domestic
routines suggest any corresponding
shifts in the role of the occult?
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LR: From cyberspace to cloning
Dolly, gadget love appears to be
closing in on multiple consumma-
tions. The occult and science-fic-
tive tensions between reproduction
and replication — basic to the clas-
sic vampire fantasy — seem re-
lieved or tranquilized, just as digi-
tal editing seems to have wiped up
the castrative conflict between film
and video media, and the attendant
anxieties about loss of generation.
We are back, with gadgets, to the
Greek rapport with technology,
which was playful and body pro-
portioned, not into the big ma-
chines of industry, labor, or divi-
sion. However, the happier condi-
tions of our curmrent compatibility
with the supematural, and with the
trans-, from Transylvania and
transvestite to transmission, will
have introduced a shift only if life
can, through cloning, be separated
from death or the dead. For, as long
as the other goes first, even or espe-
cially in our current cyberspatial
setting, we are confirmed both in
our own vampiric immortality and
in our suicidal devastation, our in-
ability to lose loss. That is the inno-
vation Anne Rice introduces into
the vampire legend: vampires
struggle to survive their immortal-
ity but are doomed by the downer
of loss. Just like us, then, Rice’s
vampires cannot die, they are im-
mortal; but because loss and un-
mouming haunt them, they are dri-
ven to commit suicide.
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NB: Your writings on technocul-
ture and the death drive have
often led to close relationships
with artists. Who have you been
working with recently?

LR: Our collaboration in your
“cover” series has been particu-
larly hands-on and in our faces. I
could think of two more exam-
ples of affinity right off the bat. I
am currently writing about the
work of Katy Schimert, which
opens up unidentified spaces for
exploration through surprise jux-
taposition and fantasy mapping.
That’s something I try to do in my
writing and thinking: remain
non-phobically open to the juxta-
positions that are out there. That
the dead or missing should come
up in the wash or watch for what
is otherwise under the sun of re-
pression shouldn’t surprise any-
one. Schimert has been revisiting
upon psychoanalysis the perspec-
tives of Antigone, Dracula, and
astronaut Armstrong. I have in
my own way invited compatible
visitations in my writing ses-
sions. Last year Richard Hawkins
and I co-taught a class on
“Dandies and Vampires/Ghost-
busters and Gadget Lovers.”
Hawkins examines the under-
worlds underlying and running
our mass culture. But his interest
is also specifically in the teen
group psychology. This overlap
between his art and my writing
has invited, in both cases, a fol-
lowing but also, big time, a mis-
understanding. There’s an obvi-
ousness about teen culture that
gets libidinally mixed up with the
work that would enter, or even in-
tervene in, that same culture at a
point of tension between what’s
only cute, deep and more formal
or theoretical concemns that are
also already there.

NB: Where do you see these
Jorces being played out in the next
generation of artists?

LR: Vampirism lets roll a kind of
alternative history, a history of pro-
jections. These projections have
always covered the margin by
pushing back, as external orienta-
tion, contradictions within sexual
identity or interest. This has result-
ed, always, in the Eastward-bound
rebound of the West’s advance into
new frontiers. The most current
Orient of this metabolization of
difference in or as orientation —
and accordingly a hot bed of new
resources of vampire art — be-
longs to the Pacific Rim. In this
spirit I would single out the work

of Sonia Wang and Susan Choi as
being on this new cutting edge on
which the vampire today cuts its
teeth. What’s interesting about
them is that there’s no position of
identification or recognition that
is open to them. They have to as-
sume both subject and object po-
sitions in this constant flux of the
trans between cultures, within this
kind of multiculture that also
doesn’t offer any kind of identity
or grounding.

NB: What is the reciprocal rela-
tionship between art and theory?
LP: The art world really took to
The Case of California. Artists can
appreciate that I write every single
word. And that kind of art appreci-
ation or gratitude is the beginning
of understanding. Of course that
“taking to” cannot occur without a
relationship. In the 90s I have been
responding more and more to con-
temporary art in catalogue essays. |
try to set up a thought experiment
which my work and the artists’
work can cohabit. That is my grat-
itude to the artist. Perhaps the best
art essay I’ve written to date is
“Silent Reading,” my contribution
to an exhibition catalogue for Larry
Johnson. I wonder if I even men-
tion a single work of his. But the
resonance between what my essay
gets into and Johnson’s work is re-
ally unstoppable and irrefutable.

NB: The Vampire Lectures was

originally captured on tape from

your live lectures, a process that

mirrors the communication tech-

nologies you discuss. Did this

technique affect the content or

style of the book?

LP: The so-called Western tradi-
tion has been maintained through-
out modemnity by lecture books.
Hegel, Freud, Heidegger, Lacan,
the list is formidable. The Vam-

pire Lectures takes this tradition
for the first time to an audience
just back from the beach. These
lectures, originally for my univer-
sity students, thus perform in the
context of the transference, the
juxtapositions I proposed in The

Case of California — between
high and low, Europe and Califor-
nia — while never fully depart-
ing, I trust, from the theoretical
orbit of psychoanalysis. n
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