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Friedrich Kittler has been the mog influential (and controversial) Germanist scholar of
the last twenty-odd years, largdy in his extenson of literary studies to that of electronic
media technologies. His name is eponynous with a certain current of media theory in
Germany, which, unlike older sodal-science modds of "mass media theory," or the
philologically based work of Walter J. Ong, is marked by grand speculative theoretical
ambitions deived from French podstructuralism. After his magnum opus
Aufschreibesysteme 18004900 (1985; Engl. trand. Discourse Networks 18004900,
1990) Kittler has extended his research on "gramophone film, typewriter” (the title of
another book from 1986) into computer technologies and mathematics. Unlike many
dilettantish enthusasts of the"digital," Kittler actually knows his math and programming,
which gives his work a more precise focus than mos media theories. At the same time,
he has appeared increasingly to betrying onthe venerable Hellenist@ mantle that has had
such a long career in Germany, from Winckelmann down through Nietzsche and
Heidegge (cf. Kittler, Vom Griechenland [Of Greece], 2001) This newfound
Grecophilia has now produced Musk und Mathematik.

Eclectic references to musc peppe his earlier work, from Wagne to rock, but
with afew exceptions® Kittler has notwritten on music as a separate topic untl now. The
reader@ expectations are thus not small, for potential applications of media theory to
musc are enomous Despite its title, though, Kittler@ book does not get to musc or
mathematics until 200 pages into his book. What precedes this is concerned with
mythology. The history of actud Greek musc interests him little: there is only brief
discussion of Greek scales, modes, or ingruments (p. 239 f.); many standad historical
works on Greek mudgc are not in his bibliography. Kittler ddiberately scorns mere
empirica history; his version is rather a transposition of Heidegge'®@ "history of Being"
(Sengyeschichte) into an idiosyncratic reading of Homer, the Odyssey in particular, and
then Pythagoras. Musc and mathematics are at the mythical origin of this reading. Nor is
Homer read allegoricaly, as he was by Schelling and (following him) Adomo and
Horkheimer in Dialectics of Enlightenment. Here as elsewhere in his work, Adomo is
Kittler@ bete noire, the object of withering putdowns, and thusa jarring countrpoint to
the rest of the book® frequent evocations of hamony and ecstatic presence. (A
paticularly bitter ingance is on page 55D8nercifully in the footnotesbEvhere Adomo is
accused of "lying," caled "cludess," and his reading of Homer "shabby and band.")
Kittler@ master Heidegge, who had equdly little love for Adomo, preferred to pass over
his enemy in sublime silence; onewishes a bit of tha old-fashioned decorum had been
followed here. (Adomo might be conled by the fact tha Euripides, too, is dismissed
here even more harshly than hewas by theyoungNietzsche)
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Agand this older exegetical tradition, Homer is taken as litera truth. (The old
theories of multiple authorship of the Homeric canon are a'so now abandonel for asingle
authorDBnd his mythico-ontological authority. Kittler@ main witness for this ideais the
Homer scholar Barry Powell.?) Thusthe first part of KittlerG book conssts, mirabile
dictu, of a commented re-telling of the Odyssey. The comments are philological, and
massively learnedbBImod too massively, one wondes, and often of questionable
relevance to the main argument (if such indead there be). The rea point of this huge
appaatus of learning is aso to legitimate Kittler anong the Hellenists and philologists,
for he knows himself as eccentric to maindream scholarship on Antiquity as was
Nietzsche (Reviews of the bookin Germany, some of which were written by historians
did not hesitate to take up Kittler@ chdlenge) True to his Heideggeaian bent, Kittler is
inordinately fond of etymology, and many footnotes ddve at length into word-roofts, as if
the latter contained the history of wha they named in nuce. More problematic is the
Heideggeaizing language itself, induding such neologisms as the verbs wesen, anwesen
and abwesen (not otherwise in use in current German practice), indead of the usud sein
(to be), anwesend or abwesend sein (be present or absent); "re-vealing” (entbergen), the
pahosladen use of fragen (to ask, as in "to ask after Being"). Such portentous terms
jodtle strangdy with some of Kittler@ other habits, such as references to his beloved
1960srock lyrics from Pink Floyd or The Doors, or a panfully bad punon the goddess
Kalypso and Harry Belafonte. (At onepoint [p. 151], Entbergen is reduced to Nauskaa®
stripping off her clothes: Heidegge for hippies, perhgps?) Moreover, he has appaently
provided his own trandationsof Homer himsalf, certainly no mean feat. The oddthingis
tha these trandationsare written in a Stefan-George-like Art-Nouveau German with no
capital letters and no nomal punduation (ingead, George® own invented sign "¥).
Within these trandations otherwise redolent of turn-of-the-century decadent preciosty,
Kittler does not hesitate to use chaty turns of phrase from quite contemporary German,
beginning Homeric lines with theword Los(in English: "get amoveon” or "get going").

Kittler@ cavaier attitudeto mere empirical history gets a great deal of material
smply wrong. An ingance: on page 26, after the theory of musc@ origin in
accompanying repditive work has been dismissed, a footnote informs us tha "Church
Fathers think of mudgc in jug such a base and busy way: see John Chrysogom in Strunk,
1998 One comment in Chrysogom is implicitly made to represent all Church Fathers
(who, according to Kittler® scheme, must be decadent relative to the primeval fons et
origo that was Hellas). The considerable amount of work doneon the central importance
of mudc to St. Augugine (see H.-I. Marrou) and the effect this had in the elevated place
of musc in the Western medieval quadivium is smply bypassed. Perhgps the next
volume of Kittler@ project (on the Middle Ages) will correct this? Similarly, it is claimed
on page 141 tha "Romans Christians, Puritans'Bfvho al have onething in common,
namely tha they were not GreekbBhid nothing” so much as the fact tha "musc and
dance could ground morals and even states.” But Horace® canonical Ode I:X (Mercuri,
facunde nepos Atlantis, imitated from Alcaeus) tells a variant of jug this genesis of
culture, albdt with a Roman shift of accent to sport and barter.® Christians too, had St.
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Cecilia as paron saint not only of musc, but of "heav@ly harmony" (Dryden) in its
larger, cosmic sense. Culturd history in Kittler@ version has to be written in shorthand.
Nowhere does heresemble his antagonist Adomo more than in such onesidedness.

To add to this, philological and historical evidence sits alongside topical current
references, whether to Julian JaynesO"origins of the bicameral mind" (1976) or less
convinangly, to recent political events (the first Gulf War on page 63, or Arab
petrodollars on page 61). Strangest of al is tha, interspersed with the re-telling of the
Odyssey, we are given home-movie, diaristic reminiscences of Kittler® own persond
pilgrimage to the Homeric sitesbfvith what appear to be private asides to a lover (or,
aternaely, direct persond address to thegoddess Aphrodite).

Findly, it may seem ironic tha acritic who had earlier scanddized Germanists by
titing a book The Expulsion of the Sprit from the Humanities (1980; the German
contains a pun on Geisteswissenschatften, "sciences of the spirit"), and by ingsting tha
therea driving force behind German literature was not thought but technological media,
now turns back with a vengeance to the mogs fundamentalizing tradition in German
humanities, namely Hellenism. AlthoughKittler does not smply repeat the Germanic
mythologies of predecessors like Heidegge,* his Greek tumn is very clearly meant as a
self-pronounedly "European” reaction agang Anglo-American cultural studies, for
whose Left political agendas he has nothing but contempt. As once with Stravinky®
neodassicism, the last scandd of the erstwhile bad boy is to become a convet to
tradition. This conve'sion seemsto be quite literal, for Kittler writes about Greek godsin
thepresenttense, asif hebdieved in thar actud existence. "Muses are thusno simile, no
mere fable; ther word contnues on today, if we so much as name Sirens or
Agamemnon” (p. 95). True bdief is the condition not only of having written this
monunental piece of ShwSnmerei, but also of undestanding it.” Thus even more than
the neo-Hellenic Nietzsche, Kittler sweepingly dismisses not only the substance of
Chrigtian bdief, but even its historical contribution: "Christianity has amog nothing to
do with science and high culture” (p. 218). Pascal, Kepler, and Newton might raise an
eyebrow here. Freud, by contrast, was willing to grant religion at least historical if not
materia truth. Thisis nothistory, butacreed.

All thisis part and parcel of afamiliar strategy of provoction with which Kittler
has made his name as terrible simplificateur; again, Nietzsche® unotthodox reading of
the Dionysan would bethe obviousprecursor. Y et there is a great difference between the
desperately londy, shy philosophe of Sils-Maria, living in pensonson a modest income
and only fully recognized after his desth, and someone whose postion is as secure as
Kittler®. With a professorship at the Humboldt University in Berlin, research assistants
to hdp him, and an established reputation, Kittler can indulge in whatever fancies he
wishes and publish them, as indeed he has. The major difference between Nietzsche and
Kittler would have to be conannity: athoughKittler can turn a witty epigram, his more
than 300-page sprawl has little in common with Nietzsche® classical terseness. Similarly,
though one might compare Kittler® historico-philosophical fantasy to Robat GravesO
mythopodic The White Goddess (1948) which also replaced conventiond scholarly
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methodswith artistic imagination (and received similar critiques from academics), it is
hard to imagine Kittler® bulky, massive tome ever appeding to a wider public, as has
Graves.

Despite al these caveats, sufficient to relegae most booksto oblivion, oneshould
try to do judice to the argument of Kittler® book. Even in wha may be a grandiose
failure, he remains as Wagnea was for Nietzsche, an interesting "case." It may surprise
Kittler@ readers that thewords medium or media, for which he has been best known, only
apper afew times here (and onae even dightingly, p. 218. Musk und Mathematik is, in
rounddoout fashion, a search for origing no archaeology in Foucault® sense, but a
pursuit of the suppogd origin of music. For Kittler, this is to be foundin the Odyssey@
Sirens who are identical to the Muses as to nymphs (p. 54). Agang Adomo and
Horkhe@mer@ Freudian alegory of the Sirens as naural drives mastered by Odysseusin
order to attain rationdity, Kittler reads them in Heideggeian manna, tha is, as the
tautology of Being itself. "Sirens sing, because they sing; roses bloom, because they
bloom Gifts without meaning or cause melt the ears softer than wax" (p. 50). It is not
hard to hear an echo (1) of Heidegge® "Wha is Being? It is itself."® Recursion also
reminds Kittler of Nietzsche@® Eternd Recurrence (pp. 98-100). Alternaely, we could
read the Sirend onto-tautology as an anachronistic trangpostion backwards of
information theory® idea of recursivity, or the recursive fundion theory of Kittler® hero
Alan Turing. This would be suppoted by references elsewhee: "The art of listening to
one@d own speech introduces recursions Muses and Sirens' (p. 91). The transcription of
the SirensDsong in Homer requires the Greek aphabe, thus vowels in addition to
cononants (in contradistinction to Hebrew [p. 58]). Here is Kittler@ Birth of Music from
the Spirit of Alphabdizing:

The birth of the Muses was tha of vowels. For the Greek vowel aphad, far
from beng merely a phonoentric whimsy of "metaphyscs,” remains as thefirst
complete andysis of a spoken languaye, the single and datable founddiond event
of our unique culture. It has not since ceased to be called up agan in ever new
recursions (p. 127)

In this last quote, we can hear not only an echo of Lacan® "tha which does not
cease to write itself” (Encore, 1975) but also an explicit regection of Derrida and
decondruction. Thisis in despite of the fact tha the book@main idea is the novdty and
cultural specificity of the GreeksOuse of thdar new alphabet for mathematical pumposes.
Kittler has become not only a Hellenist, but can also soundat times like a Born-Agan
Logoentric. He is not aone in this, elsewhere in academe one can find a smilar
disaffection with decades of Derridean dominance, precisely amongthos who were once
its mog ardent defende's (such as Kittler® friend Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht at Stanford,
who has recently turned to an "aesthetics of presence.") Having brought the world to
disappearance in the hard, rationd abdraction of math, Kittler wants now to return to a
mythology of sensud appearance and experience: les extremes se toudhent. Little wonde
he is proneto ontologizing ideas of mythical unity. In the Gods Knowledge and Being
are one (p. 94). Through this union, Kittler redefines (p. 127) the andent notion of
mimesis itself (aganst Erich Auerbach and others). Not surprising, then, tha Kittler
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surpasses even the megdomania of Freud, who famoudy claimed tha the "mystery” of
Oedipushad had to wait thousndsof years before he himself could solve it. "Quod erat
demongrandum after dmog three wasted millennia’ (p. 58).

The combinaion of musc and mathematics, as pre-discursive foundaion myth of
ecstatic and erotic presence contained in the medium of the alphabd, links Kittler nat
only to Nietzsche@® Dionysos but also to earlier proto-anthropologists like Herder and
Vico, with thar theories of the mythic origins of languaye and culture. This is
unaurprising, since Kittler has, notlongago, devoted an entire bookto a "cultural history
of cultural science."’ It does have the effect of making Musk und Mathematik rather
diffuse, given tha anything from sexud practices to naval technology can be lumped
togehe as "culture." Like Vico and Herder, Kittler sees his culture through a very
aesthetic lens. Agan and agan herejects any sociological or fundiond explanaionsfor
theoriginsof mugc and math (pp. 213,219). they are, like Being, there for nathing, thus
at for art@ sake. One sugpects tha Musk und Mathematik was, like the
Kulturgeschichte, a series of university lectures, which would explain why so much well-
known material (Sophodes, the colonies of Magna Graeca) is rehashed here: presumably
for the benefit of German undegraduaes. Kittler@ entire project, of which thisvolumeis
meant to be only the beginning, has been conceived as a rival to Foucault@ History of
Seuality, andits central idea of Being-captured-by-mediais thusddiberately oppogd to
Foucault@® more severe and traditiondly "philosophical” view of an Antiquity ruled by a
"care of the salf." To Foucault@ primacy of ethics, Kittler oppo®s tha of the aesthetic.
And one sees that even as a latter-day rebom Greek, Kittler has remained partly true to
his basic impulse, which isradically to historicize philosophical concepts. Jug as heonce
broughtLacan@idedl triad of Real, Imaginary and Symbolic down to the material history
of gramophone film and typewriter, he has here historicized Heidegge'® Discovery of
Being into the invention of math from the aphébet. Heidegge, who reproached the
Occident with "forgetting of Being," is here taken to task for forgetting of Number (p.
214) Yet the invention of mathematics, in tum, deived from the Greek aphabet,
becomesitself an Event (Ereignis) in the History of Being (Senggeschichte). Kittler isno
ordinary historian. Nor is he a gaden-variety Heideggeian. Althoughthe authority of
Heidegge is never questionad except as regards his ignomnce of math, Kittler@
convasion of Heidegge® "clearing of Being" into the invention of a technified
aphabebfnd the history of beng into tha of technebis quite unorthodox, even if one
keepsthe later Heidegga @ philosophy of technology (Technik) in mind. Might the unity
of history and Being not lie in a word tha KittlerDot by chancebBlmos never uses
here, because it would entail a critical self-congiousess he wants to avoid: namely,
myth?

Gradudly, however, one may find oneself caught up inbfnd entertained bybb
Kittler® sprawling web of quottions and redize tha, agang any nomative
"classicism,” he has produed a book often unreadable as any Modeanist novel. This
contradicts his own offhand dismissal of Modenism in a footote (p. 238) denigrating
Joyce. As Joseph Frank wrote of Ulysses, Musk und Mathematik cannot be read, only
reread. In Book Two of the Confessons Augugine had a vegeta-mythic metaphor for
his own youthfully promiscuous dissipaion prior to convasion: silvescere ausus sum
variis et umbrosis amoribus or: @ ran wild in variousand shady love affairs.OThe verb
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silvescere, literally to "become forest," resonaes with Augugine® commentary on Psalm
3715, where Adam, having sinned, hides himself in the trees of Paradise. Silva, forest,
was also used (by Macrobius or Chalcidius® version of Plato) to trandate Greek hyle or
matter. Kittler® book is jugt such a passionae running wild into the matter of Greece,
whether of erudtion or of Eros readingit, oneis dternaely seduced by and suspicious of
thiswildness. One can only admire hisrefusal to rest on hislaurels and repeat himself, as
he could easily have done® Musk und Mathematik is, anong other things an anarcho-
romantic manifesto for freedom of interpretation, agang canons of proper academic
respectability (see pp.112-115. Hellas cannotlive unlessit is, in Pound®famousphrase,
"made new." If Kittler has achieved anything unquestionable here, he has made Greece
strangefor usagan. To do so, he has, like a figure from Ovid, metamorphosd himself
into an oddly late-moden, counter-cultural Greek.

Larson Powell

8See his criticisms of other media theorists in an interesting interview in Telepolis ("Rock Me, Aphrodite,"
online at http://www.heise.de/tp/r4/artikel/22/22695/1.html).



