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Abstract: A study of cultural memory pertains to a collective system through which societies
engage with knowledge in multiple ways across their community's history. Symbolic patterns
emerge regarding how individuals interact within the group, which is especially emblematic of
the production of art as a reflection of these memory-derived systems. This study investigates
how Alban Berg's opera Lulu is a product of the composer’s cultural memory and, specifically,
the way in which Berg harnessed the experience of attending a lecture in 1905 by Viennese
satirist Karl Kraus. This experience informed Berg's conception of the symbolic meaning
of Frank Wedekind's Lulu plays, which he drew upon in the 1920s when he brought those
memories to the foreground in his operatic adaptation. What emerges is a new view of Lulu
from the perspective of revived memories that played a central role in how Berg readapted
his past experience to shape the narrative and character interactions in his opera.
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Alban Berg's opera Lulu has long invited interpretations that examine
its socio-cultural implications, especially as they relate to fin-de-siecle
Viennese modernism and the composer’s intellectual milieu." At the heart
of the present study lies the claim that Lulu represents a sophisticated
enactment of cultural memory, one that synthesizes personal recollection,
ideological inheritance, and musical dramatization. This article contends
that Berg's lifelong engagement with Karl Kraus's 1905 lecture-performance
of Frank Wedekind's Pandora’s Box—by Vienna’'s most famous satirical
writer—constitutes not merely a formative artistic influence but a dynamic
memory process through which the composer transformed a socio-critical
framework into a musico-dramatic structure. By applying literary theorist
Aleida Assmann’s theory of cultural memory, this study demonstrates
how Lulu encodes a dialectical interplay between trauma, archetype, and
identity—not only at the level of narrative and characterization but also
through dramaturgical architecture and musical structure.
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What distinguishes this approach is its reconceptualization of memory not
as a static act of recollection but as a formal and symbolic logic embedded
in the opera’s compositional design. Kraus's lecture is not simply an event
Berg “remembers” decades later; rather, it marks the inception of a cultural
discourse that becomes internalized and musically processed across time. Lulu
thereby becomes not just a product of biographical influence or reception but a
performative site in which individual and collective memories coalesce, refract,
and re-emerge in mediated form. Assmann'’s categories of functional and
storage memory provide a framework for analyzing how these recollections
become operative within Lulu, especially through the recursive mechanisms of
musical palindromes, leitmotifs, and dramatic symbolism. This interdisciplinary
inquiry bridges opera studies and memory studies to argue that Berg's Lulu is
an aesthetic crystallization of cultural memory—personal, collective, structural,
and symbolic.

The epistemological objective of this investigation is to show that memory
theory, particularly Assmann’s framework, enables us to reconceptualize
Berg's Lulu not simply as an object of reception but as a dynamic enactment
of cultural memory in which personal recollection, collective identity, and
musical structure intersect. Unlike traditional reception-historical approaches
that emphasize the audience’s or critic's response to a work, memory
theory highlights the active processes by which past events (such as Berg's
attendance at Kraus's 1905 lecture) are transformed into new cultural
forms through selective recollection, suppression, and reactivation. In Lulu,
memory operates not as a static record but as a structural and symbolic
principle: musical palindromes, leitmotifs, and Lulu’'s portrait function as
mnemonic devices that embody both functional and storage memory, linking
past experience with present reconfiguration. This approach captures the
complex, recursive, and often traumatic mechanisms of cultural memory,
thus adding an explanatory dimension that reception studies alone cannot
provide. In short, memory theory does not merely supplement reception
history but reframes it by foregrounding the ways in which cultural and
personal memories become embedded in the very fabric of musical and
dramaturgical design. With this in mind, the present article addresses the
following fundamental research questions: In what ways can Assmann’s
theory of cultural memory—particularly the distinction between functional
and storage memory—illuminate the cyclical interplay of trauma, archetype,
and identity in Berg's Lulu? How does the opera transform Karl Kraus's 1905
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lecture-performance from a historical act of reception into a cultural memory
process that is structurally and symbolically encoded in the opera’s libretto
and music?

Berg was a lifelong devotee of Kraus's magazine, Die Fackel (The torch), which
Kraus wrote, published, and distributed at his own expense. In its pages, Kraus
was especially keen on exposing the hypocrisy centered around women and the
male-driven social apparatus that regulated and constricted female sexuality
and sexual practices. This phenomenon is one of the principal symbolic themes
of Lulu and requires elaboration. The central example of hypocrisy toward
this phenomenon, as Kraus saw it, was newspapers that advocated for a
social morality of chastity and self-restraint while promoting brothels at the
back of their issues and reaping a profit from printing those advertisements.
Kraus also strongly objected to the dishonest and biased legal system that
brought legal action against prostitutes while turning a blind eye to their male
clients.? In short, women were held to impossible standards of proper moral
behavior, while men could indulge sexually however they wanted without fear
of reprisals. Kraus was already aware of these matters and pointing them out
in various media communications in the early years of the twentieth century,
including at a private production of one of playwright Frank Wedekind's two
Lulu plays, Pandora’s Box, that Kraus organized in 1905. The satirist prefaced
the performance with a lecture, drawing a correlation between the play and
his perceptions of Viennese society, and the twenty-year-old Berg was in
attendance for both the lecture and the performance.?

The context of Kraus's criticism sets the tone for the present article as a study of
how memory is expressed and represented in Berg's Lulu from the perspective
of the narrative and the behavior of its characters. Assmann’s notion of
cultural memory is utilized for this purpose and can be described, in summary,
as a system used by a group or collective of people (primarily societies),
where knowledge, traditions, and experiences are shared, maintained, and
reinterpreted over time. This relates to both individual and group practices,
and the current article adopts Assmann’s theories to filter Berg's personal
history with Kraus's lecture (the individual component). This approach also
suggests Berg's belonging to a collective of like-minded people within a
specific cultural circle in Vienna, which can be interpreted as the group of
devotees who also stood in support of Kraus and his ideas on Lulu. The article
begins with a theoretical section providing a synopsis of Lulu and introducing
Assmann’s various theories of memory formation, with analogous references
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to character expressions in the opera. This section serves to illustrate the
intersection of memory, identity, and culture in the opera, which isolates a
new interpretive pathway for viewing the complex allegorical meaning in Lulu
via its character interactions.

The subsequent section of this dialectical discussion engages with aspects
of Berg's music that illustrate the broader application of memory systems in
the opera from a musical perspective. This analysis focuses on the central
orchestral interlude, known as the Film Music Interlude, as well as key leitmotifs
and palindromic structures of circularity. This offers a counterpoint to the
passages analyzed in the libretto to demonstrate multiple approaches to
examining narrative examples of memory tropes. These musical and textual
references lead into a discussion of the opera’s embodiment of collective
cultural memory and, more specifically, its grounding in the historical context of
real memories that Berg harnessed from an event more than twenty years prior
to the composition of Lulu: Kraus's aforementioned 1905 lecture on Pandora’s
Box. This lecture informed Berg's entire understanding of Wedekind’s Lulu
plays, finding ultimate expression in the symbolic implications of his Lulu opera
a few decades later. Indeed, as Susanne Rode notes, “the evening initiated by
Kraus as well as Kraus's introductory speech can be regarded—as far as Alban
Berg is concerned—as the most striking example of what has been said about
the interweaving of oral and written forms of expression in Kraus's work.”* Berg
was so explicitly influenced by Kraus that Berg's own student, the philosopher
Theodor Adorno, had this to say about the satirist's role in the conception of an
operatic Lulu: “Berg's Lulu music thanks him [Kraus] in the name of that utopia
which at heart motivates Kraus's critique of the bourgeois taboos that degrade
love.” In addition, Adorno notes that Kraus's impact guided Lulu as a metaphor
of “societal repression over thousands of years, [which] has been concentrated
in the ambivalent relationship to female sexuality.”® Berg's other student and
biographer, Willi Reich, states that “Berg identified himself completely with
the conception of the Lulu tragedy contained in Kraus's speech.”” Moreover,
Rode adds that Berg's readings between 1905 and 1907 were catalogued in
quotations that he notated, focusing on conceptions of femininity, which Rode
sees as an unmistakable foreshadowing of Berg's interest in the Lulu stories.®
Berg himself expressed his enthusiasm for Die Fackel in a letter to his friend, the
composer Anton Webern, writing on 14 August 1920: “Ah, the Fackel!ll | know it
by heart! Every line of this Kraus—even if it's only on the envelope—I adore!"?
Likewise, in a letter to his former teacher Arnold Schoenberg dated 15 February
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1915, Berg shares his impressions of another Kraus lecture, describing his
awareness of Kraus’s disdain for the press: “In this preface, he attacked the
world in holy rage, the world upon which he has so often wished destruction,
and of course he attacks it there where the life of the world is mirrored: in the
newspaper.”'® Rode states that Kraus often reprinted Wedekind's poems in
Die Fackel, considering Wedekind as important a playwright as Shakespeare.'’
Kraus's advocacy doubtlessly contributed to Berg's burgeoning affinity for
Wedekind. Adorno also states that Berg's view of Kraus “was one of unqualified
veneration,” adding that the two men knew each other very well. Berg's close
relationship with Kraus'?> demonstrates the composer's receptiveness toward
remembering Kraus's viewpoints, which would become so intrinsic in Lulu.
However, it is important to note that connecting Berg and Kraus in this manner
should not suggest that Berg was merely reproducing a play and turning
it into an opera. Last, Carl Dahlhaus concurs, observing how Berg's entire
conception of the Lulu drama was filtered through the prism of Kraus's 1905
lecture, where the event was “inextricably intertwined with the impression that
the performance of the play left on Berg over decades.”'® Dahlhaus further
argues that as both librettist and composer, Berg adopted a dramaturgical
perspective that stemmed from the key figure of Alwa, and he defined Lulu’s
essence through Alwa’s conception of her, as Kraus pinpointed in his lecture.™
Dahlhaus adds that “it would have been unthinkable for Berg to present a
drama merely as a set of moral-amoral positions that cancel each other out.
And so it was the polemicist Kraus's formula that enabled the music dramatist
Berg to give Wedekind's tragedy musical form.”'> On the whole, Berg's letters,
the testimonies of his students, and scholarly interpretations all show how
invested Berg was in Kraus's socio-cultural beliefs. For this reason, Wedekind's
Lulu plays should not be viewed as theater pieces that Berg imagined would
make for a compelling opera but as a vehicle for expressing the collective
memory of Berg, Kraus, Wedekind, and the milieu surrounding Kraus's lecture.

These matters coalesce to further the purpose of the present article of
expounding a new theory regarding Berg's compositional approach to Lulu
by arguing that he relied on his idealized memory of the Kraus lecture to
guide the composition of his opera, because it informed his perception of
the characters’ psychologies. In addition, the experience of seeing Kraus and
Wedekind perform on stage allowed Berg to perceive how the theatricality of
Lulu should appear, the recollection of which likely played a pivotal role in
Berg's adaptation of the Lulu plays into an opera. Furthermore, the way that
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Berg experienced and reshaped Lulu after a few decades reflects Assmann’s
theory of functional and storage memory, which argues that forgotten or
overlooked memories in society (i.e., the Kraus lecture-performance) can be
revived (usually in works of art) to serve a readapted purpose. With this in
mind, this is an interdisciplinary study of music history that intersects with
cultural memory studies, presenting a new avenue for interpreting Lulu via two
different approaches, involving the analysis of, first, themes from the opera as
allegorical archetypes of memory theories and, second, Kraus's lecture as a
real event, both of which denote memory formations in the operatic narrative.
Furthermore, by attending Kraus's lecture, Berg additionally infused Lulu with
the perspective gained from his own cultural memory.

Opera Synopsis and Memory Theory via Lulu

In order to establish salient themes in Lulu, | would like to first provide a brief
synopsis of the opera. The plot follows the meteoric rise and catastrophic fall
of Lulu, a figure both alluring and destructive, whose fate is bound up with
male desire, social power, and the femme fatale archetype. Lulu is an opera
in three acts (seven scenes) with an opening prologue. The prologue features
the animal tamer in his capacity as emcee, directly addressing the audience
and inviting them to enter his menagerie to witness the creatures within. The
animals he names are implicitly associated with the opera’s main characters,
and Lulu herselfis carried onstage and introduced as the snake who will seduce
and kill those who encounter her. The animal tamer’'s monologue ends as he
beckons the audience to enter, lifting the curtain on the opera proper.

The opening scene of the first act shows Lulu, wife of the medical specialist,
sitting for a portrait of herself while the powerful newspaper magnate
Dr. Ludwig Schén (secretly infatuated with Lulu) looks on with his son, the
composer Alwa Schdn. This portrait, attention to which recurs throughout the
opera, is both an object of desire and a mirror of projection: men use it to
possessively idealize Lulu rather than relate to Lulu herself. After the Schon’s
depart, the Painter begins his romantic pursuit of Lulu, at which point her
husband returns and dies of shock at the suggested sight of Lulu with the
Painter.

The second scene finds Lulu married to the Painter (as arranged by Dr. Schon)
and secretly entertaining the old vagrant Schigolch, whose dubious past is
somehow intertwined with Lulu's, though the truth of their connection is never
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revealed. They exit, followed by the entrance of Dr. Schén and the Painter. From
Schon, the Painter learns that Lulu has long been under his care. Overwhelmed
by these revelations, coupled with his inability to understand the elusive Lulu,
the Painter despairs and commits suicide offstage. The third and final scene of
Act | takes place at the theater, where Lulu is dancing and where Dr. Schén has
brought his fiancée to witness her performance. Lulu feigns a fainting spell to
get Dr. Schon alone and manipulates him into breaking off his engagement.
She succeeds by forcing him to acknowledge the extent of her control over
him. Dr. Schén grudgingly yields to her demands, and Act | closes with Lulu’s
complete subjugation of the man she has coveted above all others.

The first scene of Act Il depicts Lulu, now married to Dr. Schén, hosting a throng
of admirers that includes the lesbian Countess Geschwitz. Dr. Schon despises
Geschwitz, whom he encounters at the beginning of the scene. He pretends
to leave but instead hides in order to spy on Lulu and her secret visitors. His
anger and jealousy build until he can no longer endure the spectacle—which
includes his son Alwa—and he emerges to confront Lulu, producing a gun and
demanding that she kill herself to spare him further humiliation. Lulu tries to
defend herself, but Schon is implacable. When he is momentarily distracted by
another admirer, Lulu seizes the gun and fires five shots into his back, killing
him—but not instantly. Alwa rushes to his dying father, who warns with his
final words that Alwa will be next, destined to become another of Lulu’s victims.
The scene ends with Alwa calling the police as Lulu is arrested. The Film Music
Interlude follows, presented as a short silent film with music. It documents the
passing of a year and the events between Lulu’s arrest and her escape from
prison.

The second scene of Act Il shows Lulu’s admirers voicing their own plans
and desires for her upon her return, following her escape, orchestrated by
Geschwitz in an elaborate scheme of switching places with her. Lulu reappears,
though in a greatly diminished state, which displeases the Acrobat, who had
intended to recruit her for his troupe. Despite Lulu’s admission that she
murdered both his father and his mother, Alwa remains smitten with her,
and the two agree to flee together.

Act Ill demonstrates the symmetrical design of the opera, charting Lulu’s fall
from high society to degradation. The first scene finds Alwa and Lulu in Paris,
living off Alwa’s inheritance from his late father, invested in railway shares. All
the characters converge at a casino venue, where Lulu faces multiple blackmail
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threats. Individuals attempt either to extort money from her or to report her as
an escaped convict in exchange for a bounty. When it is suddenly announced
that railway shares have collapsed, chaos ensues. Alwa and Lulu manage to
escape again, but this time with no means of sustaining a comfortable life.

The final scene takes place in a London attic, where Lulu lives at her lowest
point with Alwa and Schigolch. Reduced to prostitution, she is pimped out
by the two men as their only means of survival. Geschwitz joins them, and
as Lulu works the streets, the three reflect on their fates at Lulu’s side while
gazing nostalgically at her portrait. After Schigolch departs, Lulu brings back a
string of clients who are revealed as doubles of her deceased husbands. The
second client murders Alwa, while the third and final client—an embodiment
of Dr. Schon, identified as Jack (strongly implied to be Jack the Ripper)—seals
Lulu’s fate. After a brief negotiation, Lulu takes Jack backstage, while Geschwitz
remains onstage, lamenting her plight, Lulu’s indifference, and her own
unfulfilled plan to escape her lowly condition. Suddenly, Lulu shrieks as
Jack stabs her to death. Geschwitz rushes to intervene but is also stabbed
before Jack makes his getaway. The opera closes with the dying Geschwitz
proclaiming her eternal love for Lulu, directed toward Lulu’s portrait, before
succumbing to her wounds.

In her comprehensive study on cultural memory, Aleida Assmann presents a
string of theories that are applicable to Lulu as a method for distinguishing
the imagery of memory in the opera. In her analysis of cultural memory,
using specific examples from art and culture, Assmann categorizes cultural
memory from one perspective as a gathering of archetypes that are shared
between individuals and the social group. Assmann writes of pictures that
accompany biblical texts, citing how the perception of the picture impacts
the inner conception that creates its own meaning as an archetype.'® This is
strikingly similar to the function of Lulu’s portrait as a conduit for those who
behold it to idealistically project their desires onto it, and to then transfer those
desires to Lulu herself. This action correlates with Lulu’s role as a femme fatale
archetype, which mirrors the established cultural paradigms of femininity, lust,
and danger. Lulu is a product of her culture, and cultural memory conditions
the stereotypical views of gender that the male gaze applies to her. As Susanne
Rode writes, “the relationship between Lulu and her portrait is not about
interchangeability, but about the ever-increasing distance between art and life,
which preserves her grace and allows the idea of the true essence of femininity
to remain present, so that it becomes all the clearer as to what misery Lulu is

296



driven by society’s moral concepts.”"’

Assmann next writes of trauma as a type of lived memory that impacts identity
formation.'® The experience of trauma can subsequently act as a repression of
memory within the psyche of the individual. This is evident in Lulu’s character
in the context of her blurred memory of her own past, as well as in the other
characters’ failure to understand or accept the past in general, all of which
may imply the presence of traumatic memories. Moreover, the violent deaths
of all her husbands are experiences that Lulu does not work through but
suppresses. This illustrates her inability to overcome her trauma, resulting in
its repetition, as people who love her continue to die around her. Astrid Erll
also discusses trauma as something that cannot be resolved, thereby resulting
in its repression,’® which can be related to how trapped Lulu is in her trauma-
derived memories. Lulu’s inability to come to terms with her past is further
reinforced by Dr. Schén, who continuously tries to control Lulu by suppressing
her past in futile attempts to break away from her influence. Therefore, he
suppresses his own traumatic memories of the dead husbands that he set
Lulu up with, only to become one himself. Moreover, as Cathy Caruth argues,
trauma is not seated in an experiential event in one’s past but exists rather as
an unabsorbed nature that returns to oppress the individual later on through
the “inescapability of its belated impact.”?® This notion of the unavoidable
return of a mental response that is not clear to the individual mirrors the
above discussion of Lulu’s patterned behaviors of repressed trauma, further
reinforcing the fractured pathology of her memory and self-identity. Both Erll
and Carthu believe that these suppressed mental reactions are an indelible part
of an individual's psyche, which is certainly how Lulu’s character is presented
as a reflection of her inner turmaoil.

The aspect of memory-derived identity correlates with Assmann'’s distinction
between functional memory and storage memory, in which the former
pertains to a past memory that an individual or a group harnesses to influence
their overall perceptions and actions in life, while the latter is a repository for
the entire past of a society, even if it is forgotten or not currently applicable.
The point is that its components—artifacts, documents, artworks—can
be retrieved at a later date and reintegrated into the scope of functional
memory.?' Lulu opposes how others view her, but her identity is linked to how
others remember and judge her. She is a collection unto herself of disputed
memory—straddling both functional memory in her present and aspects of
storage memory regarding shadowy expressions of forgetfulness, such as
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other characters who constantly forget her real name or the fact that she is
a convicted murderer. She is a repository for her function as the recipient
of characters’ projections of their own emotional and cultural paradigms
(such as the male gaze that views women as sexual objects of exploitation)
onto her. Assmann also notes that forgetfulness is always present within the
construction of active, functional memory,?> which the characters of Lulu
embody in the way they forget or ignore the outcomes of their actions, which
in turn sows chaos and discontent in the opera. Once more, Lulu herself
is at the center of this practice due to how inconsistent she is with how
she remembers (or forgets) her own past, which circles back to a plausible
avoidance of trauma, all of which is a conscious or unconscious avoidance
of truth. This behavior on her part speaks to the larger themes in the opera
concerning gender inequality and power relationships.

Last, in regard to Assmann’s mention of cultural artifacts as central or neglected
fixtures of memory,?® Berg's music (as we will see in the next section) can
itself be viewed as an expression of cultural memory by way of its motifs
and repetitions, which recall past memories, emotions, and events. This is
particularly noteworthy at the end of the opera, where the final scene is
essentially a recollection of past exploits. Assmann suggests that artists and
their works influence the construction of cultural memory by permanently
representing a view of people along with their experiences and beliefs.?* A
connection to how cultural memory is associated with individual memory can
be seen here, where it reinforces or disqualifies notions of sociopolitical identity
formations. This is reflected in the way that Berg chose to remember the events
of Kraus's lecture and performance, and how he used that memory to define his
opera’s cultural interpretations in his present. Assmann’s theories are palpably
reflected in Lulu, as the opera contains explicit notions of memory, identity, and
culture. The characters embody the notion of how groups remember or forget,
how trauma affects memory, and how cultural archetypes influence how others
are seen and treated. Berg infused Lulu with complex symbolisms of cultural
memory as a mirror of his own experiences and his understanding of truths
as he perceived them. Since its world premiere in 1937, Lulu has unsettled
audiences with its shocking and subversive narrative, and it becomes clear
that a sizeable component of this disconcerting quality can be attributed to
the way that memory tropes are employed to heighten the irrationality and
conflict between the characters.

Turning our attention now to a central element of the narrative, the seduction
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of Alwa begins early on, even when Lulu makes a greater effort to wedge herself
into the life of Dr. Schon by forcing him to dissolve his engagement and marry
her. In the third scene of the first act—the scene in which Lulu finally breaks
the resolve of Dr. Schén—she manipulates Alwa by suggestively invoking the
memory of Alwa’s dead mother, which arouses Alwa's early memories of
devotion to Lulu and how, in his youth, he passionately told his father that
he had to marry Lulu following his mother’s death. Later on, after Lulu and
Alwa are reunited following her escape from prison, Alwa’s infatuation with his
father's murderer has only increased, which Lulu recognizes and now cruelly
exploits to consolidate her hold over Alwa. When Alwa beckons her to him, Lulu
invokes a memory ploy by asking if Alwa has forgotten about his father and the
fact that she shot him. This reflection has no impact on Alwa’s morality, and
he says that he still loves her despite what she did, begging her now for kisses.
Shortly thereafter, at the end of the scene that closes the second act, when
Alwa is in a sexual frenzy, Lulu coldly asks: “is this not the sofa on which your
father bled to death?"?> Once again, Alwa's deflection of the remembrance can
be seen as an example of suppressing a traumatic memory in order to fulfill
the idealized desire of the present. These applications of strategic memory
invocations serve to reinforce the characters’ archetypal roles: Lulu as the
callous seductress and Alwa as her powerless victim. Alexandre Dessingué
argues that there is a symbiotic relationship between individual and collective
memory in which the two shift constantly due to continued interaction and
the individual's memory is only possible as far as it can integrate into group
memory.?® This concept is at play in the dynamic between Lulu and Alwa and
the evolving dynamic of the latter's memory. At the start of the opera, Lulu is
more of a sister to him due to their familial bond amidst Dr. Schén'’s financial
support of Lulu. This dynamic changes as Lulu next becomes Alwa'’s lover and
finally a kind of warped surrogate mother. These examples underscore Alwa’s
selective memory of events and forgetfulness regarding his ability to merge his
individual memory with the collective memory of Lulu as eternally desirable
despite her destructive tendencies.

Throughout the opera, the phenomenon of Lulu’s portrait is the most striking
physical manifestation of her irresistible charm and is the conduit upon which
all the characters project their desires. The portrait functions almost like a
holy relic, eliciting an irrational degree of faith from those who behold it.
The portrait is the epitome of idealized desire, and in the second half of the
opera, when everyone's fortunes are at their lowest, the portrait becomes a
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beacon of memories that are attached to reminiscences of a better past. In a
symmetrical sentiment to the essence of Lulu’s portrait and the idealization of
memory that fuels its power, there is an essence of inevitability by virtue
of a fixed and unchanging phenomenon that almost traps the individual
in an imagined prison of their memory. This is evident in Lulu through the
obsessive compulsion that characters project onto Lulu’s portrait. Kordula
Knaus observes similar patterns of ideality, which she likens to romanticized
views of femininity. As such,

“Lulu is thus both the pinnacle and culmination of the “enigmatic woman”
of the turn of the century, transforming her character—as if she were
a chameleon changing its color—and uniting the various imaginations
within herself. At the same time, however, nothing remains of her but an
empty shell that seems capable of being filled at will."?’

Memory also acts as a nostalgia for the past that likewise implies a desire to
recreate these memories in the present. In the final scene of the opera, Lulu’s
admirers huddle around Lulu’s portrait, which the Countess Geschwitz has
brought to their London exile. Lulu’s followers harness the suggestive power
of the portrait to wax nostalgic about the past. Schigolch states of the portrait:
“The whole apartment takes on a more elegant appearance. Her body was
at its peak when the portrait was painted.”?® Alwa: “The childlike expression
in her eyes is still the same, despite everything she has experienced since
then.”?? Schigolch, lamenting their situation and Lulu’s new role as a prostitute,
states: “She can say with confidence: this was me once. Anyone who gets their
hands on it today [the portrait] will have no idea what our youth was like.”*°
Lulu, conversely, upon seeing her portrait once again, shudders with horror
and demands its removal. She is far less swayed by memory and does not
irrationally idealize the past, knowing that there is no return to what once was.
Their memories have turned all the other characters in this last scene into
passive observers and commentators on cruel twists of fate. Lulu remains the
sole agent in her guise as a prostitute. Her refusal to acquiesce to the sedation
of memory elevates her to the group’s only source of income, as she alone
feebly works to survive the reality of their miserable existential situation.

A few explanations can be suggested as to why Lulu is able to resist the
somnambulic regression of existing solely in idealized fantasy. First, as the
model of the portrait, Lulu never displayed a narcissistic attraction to the
depicted image but rather capitalized on the subjugating influence that the
portrait exerted over the individuals who longingly beheld it. Second, memories
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imply a past onto which one may fixate if and when one is compelled to do so
by a facilitating impetus like the portrait. The operatic narrative purposefully
maintains a shadowy, nondescript past for Lulu in an attempt to portray her
as a purely corruptive force devoid of any conventional origin. The essence
of her existence is prophetically categorized in the opera’s prologue by the
animal tamer, who describes Lulu’s purpose when he states: “She as the
root of all evil was created; to snare us, to mislead us she was fated, and
to murder, with no clue left on the spot. My sweetest beast, please don't
be what you're not! You have no right to seem a gentler creature, distorting
what is true in woman'’s nature.”' Lulu spends the duration of the opera
reflecting on this identity that has been assigned to her. Later on, in the
second scene of the opening act, when she is asked a series of probing
questions that would theoretically illustrate the psyche of a developed persona
and character, Lulu replies to all queries with the response, “I do not know”
(“Ich weild es nicht”). It is clear that Lulu remembers the experiences of her
life, but by negating a knowledge of fundamental formations of self, she
is disavowing the kind of connection to one’s past that would allow her to
reflect in a way that gives strength to memories. This denial in turn creates
the possibility to fabricate illusions in order to placate an undesirable reality.
Although Lulu demonstrates free agency to an extent regarding her actions,
her motivations are essentially programmed into her by the animal tamer’s
figurative embodiment of the sexually commodifying male gaze, rendering her
immune to the kind of emotional burden that an intense preoccupation with
memory tropes places on her closest companions at the end of the opera.

Whereas the first two acts of Lulu were not site-specific, the final act explicitly
takes place first in Paris and then London. Moreover, in Geschwitz's final
monologue before her stabbing, she expresses a desire to return to Germany
specifically. As these characters emphasize a displacement of spatial location,
coupled with a palpable obsession with their past, it is plausible to assume
that they also pine for a restoration of lost places as well as lost moments.
The tenuous situation in which these characters find themselves suggests
that their memory constructs reflect a desire to return to both temporal and
spatial fixtures of the past as a combined ideality, to which their presentis a
substitute neither in time nor space. In this regard, traveling and fleeing make
no difference if memory reflection is evident.

The application of memory, as it is expressed by the various characters in the
final scene of Lulu, takes on a reflective tone that is akin to a repetition of the
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opera'’s idealizing gaze of Lulu as an archetype of seduction. As previously
stated, Lulu herself does not indulge in this practice of reviving memories
of the past, thereby disregarding the nostalgia of memory. Reality takes the
place of idealized illusion for her, which is perhaps also why she is the only
individual in the entire opera who verbally objects to and attempts to resist the
onslaught of death, as there is no memory that she can escape to in her final
moment. Geschwitz is another character who can never fully break with the
ideality that Lulu's portrait inspires, and is trapped by the power of memory
as a result. This is most evident after her fatal stabbing and before her death,
where her eternal devotion is directed at the portrait in her final act in life.
Even at the very end, the fantasy of the portrait eclipses a fleeting moment of
memory-defying logic. Geschwitz returns to the past of her memory at the very
end and figuratively dies there. Lulu dies in the present, and under no illusion
of her fate. The reality of circumstance divides their physical deaths, but it is
their reaction to the one conduit of memory (the portrait) that separates Lulu
from her circle, arguably resulting in her more horrific and drawn-out death.

Musical Motives in Lulu as Memory Implementations

Lulu is constructed as an opera in three acts, but it is designed as a narrative in
two parts: a rise and a fall scenario of the title character. At the center of the
opera, evenly bisecting the plot, Berg crafted the Film Music Interlude (FMI),
which is a short silent film that exists outside of the opera’s narrative time and
depicts the events of Lulu’s arrest, trial, incarceration, and ultimate escape
from prison in the aftermath of her murder of Dr. Schén. Berg describes this
duality of fortune within the FMI in a letter to Schoenberg dated 7 August 1930:

The orchestral interlude, which in my version bridges the gap between
the last act of Erdgeist and the first of Blichse der Pandora, is also the focal
point for the whole tragedy and—after the ascent of the opening acts (or
scenes)—the descent in the following scenes marks the beginning of the
retrograde. (Incidentally: the 4 men who visit Lulu in her attic room are to
be portrayed in the opera by the same singers who fall victim to her in
the first half of the opera. In reverse order, however.)32

The action prior to the FMI shows Lulu as a cunning and manipulative
seductress who weaponizes memories to test the devotion of her helpless
lovers. Her awareness that she wields power over others with impunity allows
her to make absurd proclamations that do not deter the obsessive affections
of those around her.
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The FMI and what it represents is a narrative invention that Berg created
entirely himself with no reference to the Lulu plays. George Perle describes
Berg's musical organization of the FMI as follows:

The action and music are synchronized here with a precision that
anticipates the pre-recorded soundtrack of a modern film. ... [T]he exact
midpoint of the Film Music is marked by a fermata that divides m. 687
exactly in half. The meaning of the fermata as the representation of the
period of Lulu’s imprisonment is visually symbolized in the unconventional
notation of m. 687. The second half of the bar, where the retrograde
begins, mirrors the first half graphically as well as musically, so that the
fermata, in the full score, stands between the last note of the first half of
the Film Music and the first note of the second half.33

The palindromic features of the film, its music, and the function of the FMI as
the pivotal epicenter of the opera does not only reverse fortunes; it redefines
the essence of memory in the opera from one of idealized hope in the first half
to one of nostalgia and irrational denial of truth in the second half. Memory
is temporal, and since Berg's palindromes are “anti-temporal,”** as Adorno
suggests, the post-FMI presence of memory formations takes on even more
distorted characteristics for their complete lack of rooting Lulu’s admirers in
the present, especially in the opera’s final scene, where illogical denial runs

rampant.

A brief discussion of Berg's use of palindromes offers an engaging correlation
to concepts of memory, as the palindromes serve to influence characters'
perceptions and recollections of events. Essentially, the palindromes found
in all of Berg's mature works are circular patterns that denote repetition.
Berg does this by reaching an arrival point in the musical texture, after
which a mirror image is initiated, usually with large-scale repetitions that
turn back on themselves, resulting in the end point leading back to the
beginning in a constant loop. However, the movement backwards is not
an exact repetition, which is to say that the subsequent material is not an
identical repetition but rather a reminiscent variation.®> The palindromes
are perceived as negating symbols, facilitating an erasure of progressive
time.>® The strategic use of these devices in Lulu allows Berg to influence the
interpretation of events throughout the opera in non-linear ways. Indeed,
the circular patterns of seduction, betrayal, and death show how collective
memory confines the characters to repeating events that they are powerless
to break free of. The erasing nature of the palindromes also reflects Assmann’s
concept of suppressing trauma, and therefore guaranteeing its repetition,
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which is also tied to how the characters forget or ignore past events, causing
them to react with oblivious detachment when events that they witnessed
previously, with Lulu manipulating her husbands and bringing about their
downfalls, now happen to them. Berg's palindromes reflect the intersection
between an individual's memory and how it fits within the larger construct
of archetypally derived group memories of Lulu as an object of constant
desire. In this regard, Lulu's circular structures in both the libretto and music
show how memory is not an unbroken chain of recollection but a repeating
theme of reinterpretation for the characters. Kordula Knaus describes this
feature of Berg's music thus: “Berg's extensive exploration of symmetrical and
palindromic structures creates a new formal concept. This alone achieves a
greater degree of dramatic clarity and plot coherence than in Wedekind’s
work, which can also be observed in the design of the individual scenes.”’
Furthermore, Berg's manipulation of large-scale palindrome structures,
particularly in the FMI, exemplifies how form itself becomes a mnemonic
device. The FMI's perfect mirror symmetry—from its opening material
through the central fermata and back—does not merely divide the opera
into ascent and descent; it stages memory as reversal. Musical events are
literally “remembered” in retrograde, underscoring the opera’s structural
preoccupation with the return of the repressed, a notion paralleled in trauma
theory.

n