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Rivalry Unbound in Thomas Bernhard’s The Loser

Abstract

Thomas Bernard’s novel The Loser  [Der Untergeher], the first in his so-called “artistic trilogy,” presents a quintessentially Bernhardian (as well as Girardian) situation.  Two young pianists (Wertheimer – the novel’s designated “loser” -- and an unnamed narrator), both of whom are filled with ambitions for international renown, arrive in Salzburg to study with Vladimir Horowitz. Their dreams of achieving pianistic distinction  are, however, brought to an untimely end when they overhear Glenn Gould (who, in Bernhard’s fictionalizing of the life of the Canadian virtuoso, has also come to study with Horowitz) play a few bars of Bach’s Goldberg Variations.  Recognizing in Gould a rival whom they could never hope to surpass, they immediately give up any thought of continuing their musical studies, sell their pianos, and pursue careers that are entirely unrelated to their initial aspirations. Wertheimer, who has never really recovered from his traumatic encounter with Gould, eventually kills himself, while the narrator survives to write the story of their meeting in Salzburg and its tragic consequences for his erstwhile friend.

Interpretation of Bernhard’s novel (arguably a masterpiece of twentieth-century fiction) inevitably focuses on the question as to why, precisely, the narrator survives a trial that leads, in Wertheimer’s case, to suicide.  The narrator himself attributes his success to the fact that he has freed himself from the mimetic desire (and its inevitable violence) by which Wertheimer remains trapped.  Most critics – including Martine Sforzin in her magisterial study L’art de l’irritation chez Thomas Bernhard – tend to accept his point of view.  This interpretation – which posits a neatly dualistic distinction between a protagonist who is driven to his death by his inauthenticity and a narrator who is saved by his contrasting capacity for authentic existence – does not, however, do justice to the complexity as well as to the profound irony of the novel that Bernhard has actually written. It obscures, in particular, the fact that the narrator himself is driven by an unacknowledged mimetic desire that leads him to create a reassuring, yet illusory, bond with Gould by scapegoating Wertheimer,  making of him the solitary “loser” whom he expels from their privileged company. 

A demystified reading of the novel will lead us to conclude that the passage from Wertheimer’s relationship to Glenn Gould to the narrator’s cannot be described unproblematically as the movement from imprisonment by mimetic desire to liberation from it.  Freedom from the mimetic bond, which the narrator mistakenly attributes to himself, is actually achieved outside of the novel in the foundational relationship between Bernhard himself and, on the one hand, Bach -- the classical composer from whose musical achievement Bernhard drew his artistic inspiration, and, on the other hand, Glenn Gould -- whose iconoclastic and eccentric personal example taught Bernhard how to be an artist in the modern world. Bernhard’s “creative imitation” of these precursors led him to fashion a notoriously repetitive and mantric prose style whose purpose is to provoke in the reader a sublimated, non-sacrificial form of catharsis. 
