
The Question of the Addressee 
 

An incantation disguised as a postcard and a letter disguised as a handkerchief:  
 
 

I HAVE BEEN  
    TO HELL AND  

   BACK. 
 
 

 AND LET ME 
 TELL YOU, 
 IT WAS  

  WONDERFUL. 
 
 
Louise BourgeoisÕs (1911-2010) early life has been well documented and her 
childhood story interweaves her work. She was 75 when she stitched her now famous 
piece of text on to a handkerchief. ÔI have been to hell and back...Õ but whom is she 
addressing? It is feasible that we, the audience are overhearing a private conversation 
between her and her husband who died in 1973. Or are we eavesdropping on a 
conversation that she is having with herself?  
 
Clearly there are three elements here. First the experience, second the articulation of it 
and thirdly the delivery. She tells the addressee that her experience has taken her to 
the outer limits of her capacity, that she has experienced the extreme edges of the 
unspeakable and found something wonderful. Crucially, the work itself tells us that 
she has returned to express it. Bourgeois had a sophisticated knowledge of 
psychoanalysis and art history, disliking the na•ve. Her personal analysis took place 
through her work and enabled her to face her demons. Through the making of the 
sculpture she was able to re enact some of her childhood traumas and present them to 
the outside world. Later Bourgeois writes that guilt is present in all her work, that it is 
necessary to repair the past by experiencing it. She considered the ability to sublimate 
pain into art to be a great privilege but was also aware that it could be an escape. Here 
in this particular piece of work is the evidence that she had been successful in facing 
up to something terrifying. 
 
Handkerchiefs are quietly intimate appendages that staunch tears and other bodily 
fluids. They retain the skin cells and finger marks of the owner and of course their 
smell. Memories are retained in them. Stitching is mistakenly associated with docility 
and here Bourgeois reverses or makes use of this misapprehension when she delivers 
her powerful message, aware that she is using thread to give the text a physical depth. 
Bourgeois came from a family of tapestry restorers. This personal item has since been 
produced as a multiple and thousands have been sold around the world. Yet 
Bourgeois knows how to share her intimacy and make it universal without betraying it 
even if we the audience are the intended receivers. Here she waves a flag, not quite a 
white one to declare her success. 
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It has recently been suggested that LBÕs childhood story has eclipsed other areas of 
her personal life (Griselda Pollock, LB Symposium UCL 2010) and that this 
particular work may refer to the death of her husband in 1973. A year after his death 
she produced ÔThe Destruction of the Father Ô which was said to represent the 
devouring of her own father who had caused her and her family so much pain. 
Enough has been written about that but suffice it to say that her childhood was deeply 
and permanently disturbed by her fatherÕs neglect of her and his preference for the 
young nanny with whom he was conducting an affair. 
 
The continual psychoanalysis of her early life has coloured our viewing of it. At worst 
this turns the work into an illustration of an event. It may be that she herself 
encouraged these mythologies as she was fiercely private about her later life. Finally 
it does not matter which event she refers to although it inevitably arouses our 
curiosity. There is however still the question of the addressee. Perhaps we, the 
audience become the addressee in order for the message to be delivered. 
 
 
Almost a century earlier in 1909 from a cell in an asylum in Weisloch, Germany, 
Emma Hauck (1878-1920) was writing to her husband in Mannheim. As she waits she 
incants the word Komm  or Herzensschatzi Komm. One of the letters is folded 
vertically in order to separate the address from the main body of the text like a 
postcard. On the left side she has carefully written her husbandÕs name and address in 
beautiful script, together with the date. On the right   she has covered the entire area 
with repetitions of the word Komm (come) making a forest out of the lettering. The 
words are multi layered with varying degrees of depth and opacity as the accretion of 
marks reiterates the intention. In another letter she writes, Herzensschatzi Komm 
(Sweetheart Come) This time the whole paper is covered with columns of text. These 
sometimes look like large fingers so that the whole can be seen as a handprint. 
Sometimes they are perceived as the peaks and troughs of a rocky landscape. At 
intervals there are glimpses through to a single layer of words and the white paper 
underneath. There is also a horizon line. HauckÕs intense desire for her husbandÕs 
presence impelled her to reiterate the words over and over again. And it is unclear 
whether she knew how powerful the images were. 
 
Initially these letters resemble small woven cloths.  Did Hauck imagine that she could 
send something more than words to her husband and was there comfort in their 
creation? Their scale of the works is important (two of them are 16x 10.3 cm) as it 
suggests they were intended for postage. However despite her intentions the message 
is doubly lost, first because it was not delivered and secondly because she has 
misunderstood the addressee. The message follows another trajectory as unlike LB 
she is writing from within the maelstrom of her experience. The rawness of the 
emotion is emphasised by the sparse simplicity of the medium-pencil on card, an 
everyday medium. In both cases the text takes on another layer of meaning as both 
women make a sequence of similar forms either in stitch or drawing. The marks or 
stitches made up of accumulations of minute events or accretions. 
 
HauckÕs materials illustrate the paucity of her existence. She and several other 
inmates at that time (Knopf and Maier) were allocated the same thin office paper and 
pencils. The colour of the graphite and the poor quality of the paper further describe 
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the drab conditions in the asylum. Hauck had no choice either of the materials she 
used or her living accommodation yet she was able to clearly document her existence.  
It is a bleak grey map of terrible isolation.. 
 
Unlike Bourgeois who intended to publish her work widely HauckÕs letters are only 
addressed to her husband. It is unlikely that they were written for a wider audience 
although they did eventually find one.  HauckÕs letters are now in the Prinzhorn 
Collection in Heidelberg and have been exhibited elsewhere. However the 
overwhelming rawness of these letters has propelled them out of their domestic 
setting. Hans Prinzhorn the psychiatrist who later collected her work, called these 
works Ôscribbles that were made to protect the author from the horror vacui.Õ  He may 
have been right about the fear of the void but they are not scribbles as the words are 
well formed and consideration has been given to the placing of them. Suffering as she 
was from Scizophrenia she has no room for reflection or empty space and does not 
realise the effect that the letter will have on her husband. We know nothing of 
Michael Hauck other than his name and his address in Mannheim but we know that he 
cannot respond to this letter. How could he? So again there are three elements here, 
the experience, the message or articulation and the delivery. 
 
Hauck expresses her experience with the trace that she leaves behind that is both 
intentional and unconscious. She intends to show her depth of feeling but she says too 
much. Her language is the language of   intense mental disturbance, possibly 
psychosis and it leaves no space for the addressee. In this case the articulation is 
entirely subjective in that the author is unaware of the context. The addressee is her 
husband but actually the fantasy of him, the person who will come and understand 
her. The text is also obscured by the repetition almost as if it were being hidden from 
the censor. This is a special message for her husband alone but it has to be disguised 
in some way in order to elude the all seeing eye of the authority. The message has to 
be smuggled out disguised as a picture or a piece of cloth on a postcard. 
 
The letters that still exist were saved at the asylum together with other  art work made 
by patients and are now in the Prinzhorn Collection in Heidelberg. At the time these 
works were used for diagnosis or as items of curiosity so the intention of the work 
differed greatly from that of a mainstream artist like Bourgeois. For Bourgeois there 
is a public audience to be considered and addressed. At no point in this work do we 
actually see the agony of her experience. That was in the past and here is the 
evidence. Yet the words have been mined from somewhere deep and leap towards us 
inviting us to partake. 
 
Today HauckÕs letters are reproduced in a catalogue and given a new context. The 
three letters are all that remains of Hauck now.  
 
Miranda Argyle, 2011 
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