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Karl Blossfeldt, Ferns /I, working collage in prepara-
tion for the composition of the final photograph,
1920s.
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It never occurs to us to permit the criminal by
organic disposition to “expand” his individuality in
crime, and just as little can it be expected of us to
permit the degenerate artist to expand his individ-
uality in immoral works of art. The artist who
complacently represents what is reprehensible,
vicious, and criminal approves of it, perhaps glori-
fies it, differs not in kind, but only in degree, from
the criminal who actually commits it.

Max Nordau, Degeneration, 1895.

Attempts to identify, analyze, and classify criminal types by
measuring their deviation from a norm certainly existed prior
to Max Nordau’s writings.! However, Nordau’s widely read
book Entartung (1892; trans. Degeneration) was crucial in
popularizing the view that the modernist artist was a social-
ly deviant type produced by the same conditions that
brought into being sadism, anarchism, and hysteria.?
Nordau'’s vitriolic attack on modernist art and literature thus
inextricably weaved together modernism and deviance. As
such, it can be said to have prefigured one of the dilemmas
of avant-gardist modernism in the twentieth century: on the
one hand, modernism’s need to formulate itself as a deviant
act upon what it conceived as the norm; on the other hand,
its disgust with deviance and a concomitant desire to order,
regulate, and clean.

Over a century later, it is not sufficient to dismiss Nordau’s
late nineteenth-century response as being simply anti-mod-
ernist. At a time when modernity is being subjected to rig-
orous critiques both in architecture and in other fields, it is
important to remember that a fascination with deviance has
always been inseparable from a desire to eliminate it. Today
there seems to exist more willingness to attend to the
deviant instance as an opportunity to challenge the gener-

ZEYNEP E. CELIK
INTRODUCTION

ality of norms. But the uncritical celebration of deviance
does not guarantee freedom from the norms from which the
deviant is imagined to have escaped.

Hence, despite the titillating ring of the word “deviant,” this
issue of Thresholds is equally concerned with those forms
that present themselves as normal. Many articles published
here focus their critical energies on extreme cases in which
the most normal instance is found to have transformed
itself into the most deviant. Rodolphe el-Khoury, for exam-
ple, takes cues from the work of the young artist An Te Liu
to investigate the perverse extremes of the hygienic man-
date of modern urbanism. Sheila Kennedy experiments with
the most generic of building materials, drywall, to produce
unexpected architectural conditions. In his analysis of a
twentieth-century re-publishing of a nineteenth-century
text, Sunil Bald illustrates how narratives of deviance can
be utilized by the institutions of a modern state to promote
a nationalist rewriting of history. Adnan Morshed reminds
us of the potential for inversion latent in modernist icons. In
each instance, the deviant is not that which simply departs
from the norm—a different species, so to speak—but has
the intriguing quality of always carrying within itself that
which appears to be its opposite.

Notes

1 For example, Cesare Lombroso at the University of Turin.had attempted to
link criminal psychopathology to the physical defects of criminals. Nordau
acknowledges his indebtedness to Lombroso on several occasions.

2 Max Nordau, Degeneration (New York: D. Appleton, 1895). Originally pub-
lished as Entartung in German in 1892.
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It was the best of times, it was the worst of
times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age
of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was
the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of
Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we
had everything before us, we had nothing before
us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were
all going direct the other way—in short, the peri-
od was so far like the present period, that some
of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being
received, for good and evil, in the superlative
degree of comparison only.

Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities, 1859.

ADNAN MORSHED
A TALE OF TWO SYMBOLS

From an urban historian’s viewpoint, September 11’s lethal
combination of jumbo airplanes and skyscrapers calls into
question the meaning of these symbols. When the airplane
and the skyscraper were turned into killing machines, what
happened to their ascensional functions masquerading as
nothing less than twentieth-century modernity itself? Did
the collision of these two symbols hint at the collapse of
their idealized meanings? Or did nostalgia and patriotism in
fact reinforce the ideologies of progress formerly embodied
in the airplane and the skyscraper? Was the terrorists’
attack predicated on their belief that these were symbols of
domination that could be put on a fatal collision course
transforming them into the conveyors of a subversive polit-
ical statement? | pose these questions as an operating
framework primarily to look at two compelling urban images
with a view to understanding the semantic zigzag of these
two potent symbols (Figs. 1, 2).
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