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Power Relationships in The Piano Teacher and Disgrace
Power relations between parent and child, and woman and man, are central motifs in Elfriede Jelinek’s The Piano Teacher and J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace. Both stories revolve around scenes of violation and rape, with consequent humiliation and shame.  The Piano Teacher crescendos towards the ultimate violence; Disgrace begins with the violation of a young woman, and its plot is later driven by the rape of the main character’s daughter.  How does each author resolve the subject’s crisis?  

The Piano Teacher is a story of a mother-daughter relationship starkly portrayed as pathology. Erika, the subject, is a 36-year-old piano player and teacher living at home with her domineering mother, never named, always referred to as "Mother" or "Frau Kohut". Erika is the only child, born when her parents were already middle-aged; her mother is old enough to be her grandmother. Her father “exited” soon after she was born, passing the role of father/husband to the girl. Erika grows into this role, becoming the breadwinner who ventures outside the nest, sharing a bed with Mother, and, like many men, relying on the woman who remains at home for meals, shopping, cleaning.  In fact, Frau Kohut insists her genius daughter's delicate and talented hands should not come close to harsh cleaning solutions or be subjected to any use but that of musical practice and performance. The mother has invested all of her own life's hopes and plans in Erika's musical potential, and has guided and dictated Erika's musical life from the start. 

Erika disappoints by failing to develop true talent. She loses a critical competition by mangling her performance, perhaps unconsciously choosing an unconventional and difficult piece that has the effect of sabotaging her mother's hopes. She is resigned to a dull life of tutoring more or less talented piano students at the Vienna Conservatory, on whom she viciously turns her sublimated rage.  She mocks their attempts to interpret Brahams or Schumann or Schubert,  icons in Vienna, and turns the teacher's role on its head by not encouraging her students, but by doing everything to discourage them. Secretly, she evades Mother by buying wonderful, expensive clothes (never worn, but left hanging limply in a closet, as Mother does not approve), watching porno movies, visiting  peep shows in a seedy neighborhood, and spying on copulating couples in the grimier parts of the Prater park in Vienna. 

Into this sunny picture enters a young engineering student, Klemmer, who decides to conquer his piano teacher sexually, emotionally, in every way. Klemmer at first annoys and worries and scares Erika, but unaware of his manipulation, she decides to reciprocate the "flirtation" and embark on a sexual adventure. Their three sexual encounters are sour and dismal, disquieting and disgusting, and make the reader uneasy and nervous. Mother cannot help but be aware, even when the affair is only just beginning.  At its culmination, she is the unwilling captive (and "blind") witness to Klemmer's  revenge on Erika for her attempt to control him. Erika finds she cannot strike back at Klemmer, and returns, inevitably, as ever, to the silent, warm comfort of Mother's womb.
Disgrace is the story of a humiliated college professor, David Lurie, who (perhaps subconsciously) seeks redemption for his crime(s) against women in the landscape of rural South Africa. Keenly interested in sex, and rejected by his favored prostitute after he stalks her, he zeroes in on a beautiful young student. Not wasting time, he soon lures her, leading her as if putting a strong hand on her back and pushing her along. Her reluctance and repulsion at having sex with him does not deter him, or cause him any shame; he only desires more. The student, Melanie, is not silent, and Lurie’s actions become known to the university. Brought before a tribunal, he is unwilling and unable to give them the confession and apology they demand.  He is forced out. 

Lurie makes his way to his daughter Lucy's smallholding, where she keeps a kennel of beloved dogs and raises a garden for selling vegetables in the local market. Lucy endures a precarious and undefined relationship with a (black) African tenant, Petrus, who covets and encroaches on her land, albeit in as legal a manner as prevailed in the “new” South Africa of the early 1990’s. One day after a stroll, Lucy and Lurie are met by three black men who gain their way into Lucy's house by pretending to need to make an emergency phone call. They first lock Lurie in the toilet, pour gasoline on him and light him afire. From his confined position, he is certain they are beating and raping his daughter. She refuses to talk about the traumatic event, and only months later acknowledges the obvious by stating she is pregnant. 

While Lurie is in the countryside, he fitfully and unsuccessfully tries to work on a romantic opera about Byron seducing a married woman in a fantastic location in Italy. At Lucy's suggestion, he volunteers at an animal shelter, to help put abandoned and unwanted animals to sleep, mainly dogs. Lurie and the woman who runs the animal shelter, Bev, soon almost silently acquiesce to sex.  Their encounters are curiously flat, although Lurie imagines he is doing Bev enjoys the thrill of excitement of the forbidden affair. 

Aimless, Lurie returns to Capetown, to find his house ransacked and all but demolished. This is hardly surprising, as he made no effort to conceal the fact the house was empty for months. He visits Melanie's family to try to apologize, but in the midst of it, finds himself fantastisizing not only about Melanie but her beautiful sister. He does apologize for the harm he's caused (if not precisely for what he did) and he beats back his fantasies. When he returns to Lucy's farm, he resumes a quiet country life and his volunteer duties with the pet crematorium.  The final scene, where Lurie offers up a favored dog as a scapegoat, can be read as a symbol of expiation and redemption, even if he is condemned to live a life of disgrace. 
In The Piano Teacher, the dominant-submissive relationship between mother and daughter, coupled with Erika's failed rebellion and its disastrous consequences, are the primary motifs. Erika's internalization of the power struggle and her desire to transfer it to a longed-for liaison with a man, however, both exposes the struggle and circles back on it. Jelinek seems to say there is no exit. The Piano Teacher opens with a swift sketch of this central dynamic. In the second sentence, we see that to the mother, 36-year-old Erika is a child: 

"The piano teacher, Erika Kohut, bursts like a whirlwind into the apartment she shares with her mother. Mama likes calling Erika her little whirlwind, for the child can be an absolute speed demon." (3) 
In the space of the first paragraph, we learn that Mother is old enough to be Erika's grandmother, her father exited when she was born, and that Erika tries to evade her mother. But it is not possible, since Mother is  "inquisitor and executioner in one, unanimously recognized as Mother by the State and by the Family" (3).  By the third page, we learn that Erika has only a small room of her own in the apartment, which Mother enters any time since it has no lock. Mother frets when she does not know exactly where Erika is, since "Trust is fine, but control is better." (5) The control works: "If you ever run into Erika on the street, she is usually on her way home." (6) Erika returns home late this day, however, having wasted money buying forbidden fashionable clothes, and finds that her mother has taken away one of her other closet outfits - beautiful clothes that hang only in the closet since Mother disapproves. Erika rages and yanks and pulls at Mother's hair furiously, until startled, she finds she is holding handfulls of pathetically grey hair,  dutifully but amateurishily dyed blond by Erika herself.

     The scene sets the stage for their many petty struggles. Mother provokes Erika, deliberately; Erika stages an angry rebellion; filled with guilt, Erika weeps, begs forgiveness, makes up, kisses, makes sweet. They reconcile, and sit down to watch their favorite TV shows together, cozy again in their little nest, hierarchy re-asserted. 

     The entire first part of The Piano Teacher (pp. 3-109) dwells on the many types of control that play out in Erika's life. (The book is divided into two parts; the second part (pp. 113-280) focuses on Erika's relationship with her student, Klemmer).  Erika as piano teacher mercilessly transfers her subservient role to her students, criticizing them and using force to get them to work as she demands. The students, for the most part, numbly submit to the strictures of Art, and obey. The order in Erika's life has deep roots: we are told her grandmother lived with them when she was a child and adolescent, and worked together with her mother to shape Erika. At a mountain cabin where they spend summers: 

"The hawk mother and the buzzard grandmother order the child, their charge, not to leave the eyrie. They cut off HER life in thick slices, and the neighbors are already snipping away at HER character. Every stratum in which life still stirs, if only slightly, is declared rotten and slashed away." (34) 
Mother "advocates as little change as possible in life", and enforces this outlook (137).  Mother controls Erika's income, and they share a bank account with the password ERIKA. After Erika's great transgresson, attempting to separate from Mother via the vehicle of Klemmer, the mother decides to change the password; that will show Erika who is in charge. Mother watches Erika's hands at night, from her vantage point in their shared bed.  Erika's hands are made for piano playing, not for self-discovery or pleasure.
     Erika's desire as a teenager to play with the others, especially her sexually charged cousin, is thwarted; she must practice piano and delight the complaining neighbors. Erika has sexual desires like any healthy teenager, to the extent that she is willing to invoke Faust’s prohibition, “Just let this moment linger, it’s so good” (42).  But Mother is constantly on guard that no male disturb their arrangement. Erika internalizes this point of view after a few dismal sexual encounters that only leave her “as unfeeling as tar paper in the rain” (75).  Out shopping, asked by the shopkeeper why's she not married, she answers diffidently that "you know I can never find anyone I like" (13). The narrator tells us: "She's still got her Mom, she don't need no Tom" (13). Mother is responsible for shaping Erika: "[Erika] could never submit to a man after submitting to her mother for so many years ... After all, Mother made Erika what she is" (13). Erika and her mother are "enclosed in a bell jar ... Erika is an insect encloesd in amber" (14). When the mother refuses to take a telephone message from a man, or any friend, "At such moments, daughter belongs to her more completely than ever. To Mother and no one else. For everyone else, the child is absent” (199).
     Significantly, after the first cautious jabs and probes of Klemmer's advances, Erika's next fight with Mother is not resolved in the usual way. When Erika arrives home late after going to the Prater to spy on couples having sex in secret, she encounters an angry mother who has been anxiously waiting for hours. The two erupt in a silent, violent, scratching, hitting, shrieking version of "welcome home". Erika prays her mother won't start crying, and win the fight by default. After they exhaust their ferocity for each other, Erika is thirsty, and Mother hastens to bring a glass of precious cider. Lying side by side that night in their shared bed, the usual reconciliation does not take place - no weeping, no apologies, no heart-to-heart talk. Erika simply falls asleep immediately, and Mother lies awake for hours (155-159). 

     These interactions lead many critics to read a pre-Oedipal response in Erika.  In the Freudian Oedipal complex, the daughter shifts her bond to the father in order to be able to individuate and separate from the mother, and be capable of a relationship with a man. In the pre-Oedipal stalemate, the daughter never severs the symbiotic bond with her mother, who both identifies with the child as victim, and controls the child as dominator. The mother lives out her life through the daughter. The ego boundaries between them are blurry. Erika and her mother are textbook representations of this diagnosis. 

     By contast, in Disgrace, David Lurie and his daughter Lucy have a placid co-existence, the father bewildered by his distant grown-up child, the woman patiently practical and caretaking. As in The Piano Teacher, the parent-child relationship comprises the bulk of the book. As soon as he arrives in the Eastern Cape, the question is asked: 

"Why did she denounce you?"

"She didn't say; I didn't have a chance to ask. She was in a difficult position. There was a young man, a lover or ex-lover, bullying her. There were the strains of the classroom. And then her parents got to hear and descended on Cape Town. The pressure became too much, I suppose." 

"And there was you."

"Yes there was me. I don't suppose I was easy." (69)

Lurie evades his daughter as he evaded the tribunal. The evasion is not conscious; it reflects how he sees the situation. Lurie could not say "I forced myself on her" in answer to the question "Why did she denounce you?" since he does not see it that way; he is disgraced not by the deed, by how others see it.   The reader is left wondering how he does see it.  But his self-defense works; Lucy replies: 

"Well, you have paid your price. Perhaps, looking back, she won't think too harshly of you. Women can be surprisingly forgiving." (69) 

We are given this intimation of Lucy's philosophical and passive response to male violance on women. She is ready to weigh and understand the man's actions, fall in line with the male narrative, and forgive. 

     Lucy cares for her father as a grown child, or a friendly, distant relative. She stakes out her anti-intellectual position early on: 

"(The neighbors Bev and Bill) are not going to lead me to a higher life, and the reason is, there is no higher life. This is the only life there is. Which we share with animals." (74) 

Lurie is puzzled by his daughter: 
"Attractive, yet lost to men ... From the day his daughter was born he has felt nothing but the most spontaneous, most unstinting love. Impossible she has been unaware of it. Has it been too much, that love? Has she found it a burden? Has it pressed down on her? Has she given it a darker reading?" (76) 

     Lucy comes across as the bemused person in charge. She offers shelter to her disgraced father and helps integrate him into the country life, asking him to help cut up the dog meat, dig ditches with her tenant Petrus, and volunteer at the animal shelter. The contrast between her world and Lurie's old world in Capetown could hardly be greater, but it is Lurie who has to adjust. Lucy is not domineering, but neither is she subservient. She is unafraid to ask her father the most intimate questions. 

    Lucy's mother and Lurie have been divorced for some time, and the reader is given no indication of any relationship at all between the mother and daughter, although we know they stay in touch by phone.   Silence describes it.  Lucy is lesbian, which could be taken as a commentary on the irrelevancy of the father in Lucy's separation from the mother. Alternatively, it can be taken as a sign of an ever-present barrier: 

"What does he really want for Lucy? Not that she should be forever a child, forever innocent, forever his - certainly not that. But he is a father, that is his fate, and as a father grows older he turns more and more - it cannot be helped - toward his daughter. She becomes his second salvation, the bride of his youth reborn. No wonder, in fairy-stories, queens try to hound their daughters to death!" 

It is hard to transfer a saving rebirth and marriage onto a lesbian daughter. Still, Lurie's sympathy for the bind daughters are put in briefly elevates him from his state of disgrace. He recognizes and approves that Lucy is making her own life, "coming out of his shadow". (89) 

     After Lucy is attacked and raped, their relationship is jarred. Lucy is traumatized and withdrawn, not eating, not moving, not doing anything. She refuses to speak of what happened, which baffles and almost infuriates Lurie. He wants her to march to the police and denounce her assailants. Weary, she refuses, and then more weary still, refuses to explain to her father how she can feel this way. Lucy is outwardly infantilized but the bond with her father is not simultaneously strengthened. Lurie is concerned with his daughter's body: has she been infected with some disease, is she pregnant, is there anything that should be done? In contrast, Lurie is not concerned with Melanie's body; he didn’t shield her from disease or pregnancy, or spare her any emotional shock. 

Rape is often understood as an act of violence agasint women, rather than primarily sexual; a power play where the woman is violently subdued. Interestingly, the primary relationships in The Piano Teacher and Disgrace all involve rape, or perhaps mock-rape. After Erika's power play with Klemmer shatters into dangerous shards, she turns on her mother that night in bed, smothering her with open-mouthed and biting kisses, groping and attacking the repulsed and struggling mother. Later, at the climax of the story, Erika is savagely attacked and raped by Klemmer. In Disgrace, Lurie forces himself on a young student, and later his grown daughter is tricked and raped by three black men on her own farm. If rape is above all an expression of  aggression and power, then these four episodes reveal much about the male-female power dynamics in the two novels.  

Erika is both child and father/husband to her mother, stuck in an unresolved pre-Oedipal complex. She faces her greatest fears and dangers when Klemmer reads her masochistic letter-fantasy in her room, the unlocked door blocked shut against Mother with a heavy bureau.  Klemmer followed her into her room to push up against her for "ordinary" sex, not to read a horrifying and incomprehensible list of instructions of how he is to torture her. Before he starts reading the letter, "Klemmer gazes at Erika in love and veneration as if someone were gazing at him gazing at Erika in love and veneration" (213). Whether or not the dictated actions are repugnant to Klemmer, certainly being told what to do and how to do it offend him. "Klemmer finds it all so funny that he slaps his thighs. She wants to give him orders!" (216) 

While the two of them take turns reading her instructions - aloud and in silence and with the narrator's help - Erika, under her breath and between the lines, is begging that Klemmer love her and not hurt her: "Please don't hurt me, that's what's written illegibly between the lines" (226). And: "Erika desires one thing: that desire make her body desirable" (225). And again: "Erika wants him to kiss her ardently, not hit her. She says that the act of love can straighten out a lot of things that seem hopeless. Say something loving to me and forget about the letter, she asks inaudibly. Erika hopes that her savior is here, and she also hopes for discretion and secrecy. Erika is dreadfully afraid of being hit." (228) The voice switches from third person to first person as if unaware it is doing so. Is Erika simultaneously seeing herself as object and subject? What can we believe, that she wants to be brutalized, that she wants to be loved, or both, or neither? The only constant is that she wants to be in control. 

Klemmer's reading her letter has effected a transformation in Erika: "She was once a child, she will never be a child again" (219). Is this believable? The failure of Erika's unbalanced attempt to suck Klemmer into her whorl leads directly to her attack on her mother.  The mock-rape can be read as a greedy oral attack of the pre-Oedipal child on the source of all love and power, or as the father/husband asserting his right to control. Compare "Erika sucks and gnaws on this big body as if she wanted to crawl back in and hide inside it" (233) with "Mother and child have exchanged roles, for a mother is usually the one who does the hitting" (234). Deliberately exposing her mother's pubic region, Erika confirms that the phallic woman is after all a woman, and the daughter is triumphant: "The daughter hurls what she has seen into her mother's face" (235).  After attacking and controlling her mother, Erika is jubilant that she has, in fact, conquered the female. 

The near-rape in Disgrace is similarly confusing. Melanie's passive complicity makes it hard for many to read it as rape; others find that precisely fits the male-female power struggle, where the man inevitably prevails, thanks not only to physical strength, but the buttress of societal "norms". (This latter understanding of rape leads to the acknowledgement of marital tape.) The reader cannot understand why Melanie goes along. She rejects him one day : "I think my flatemate is home", "I've got a rehearsal this evening" (20).  She is silent when he asks when he can see her again. He does show up at her flat the following day, and "nothing will stop him" (25). Melanie is not completely passive: "All she does is avert herself ... she even helps him" (25). Lurie's voice (or is it the narrator's?) decides it is "not rape, not quite that; but undesired nevertheless, undesired to the core" (25). Inexplicably to the reader, Melanie shows up at Lurie's soon after, asking to stay at his place for a few days, knowing, as she must, it will mean only more complicity in exchange for a "safe" place to hide. Who is she hiding from? Does she wish Lurie to love her, not desire to control her as an object? For Lurie does not love Melanie so much as desire what she symbolizes: beauty, the dark exotic, youth, Eros, transcendence. His transcendence, not hers; he hardly reflects on what this must mean to her. He knows that he ought to be father figure to her, and he knows she is but a child to him: "What am I doing? No more than a child!" (20; italics in original). The reader could see this as a transference of the Oedipal relation with his own child, who by her lesbianism is barred from his imagination, except after her rape. Others could object this is reading too much into it; the near-rape of Melanie is simply an expression of the power struggle between men and women, and Lurie is empathic in trying to imagine and understand Lucy’s rape.
Klemmer is humiliated during one sexual encounter when his penis, pushed into Erika's mouth, fails to respond. He is mortified.  Erika eventually throws up, revolted by a combination of his and her juices. Klemmer turns his humiliation on her, telling her over and over she stinks: "In that tiny room, her stench was really unbearable!" (24).  Unwittlingly, he is already fulfilling her demands to be abased. Erika tries to re-assert control by "reluctantly" informing the conservatory director whom they run into that Klemmer is not ready to solo in the upcoming recital. Humiliated again, publically, Klemmer seethes and soon insults Erika again: "Klemmer repeats that Erika stinks terribly, that she ought to leave town immediately ... He can feel her disguting teacher-stench down in the pit of his stomach" (248; italics mine). 
Klemmer's rape of Erika is provoked by the masochistic letter she writes him, but it has its roots in his original desire to overpower her. Her attempt to dictate exactly what he must do, her attempt to control him, pushes him over the precipice. Possibly Klemmer sees this as excuse,  justification,  rationalization. He will show her just who is in charge and who has the right to be. He begins by hitting her, punching her, throwing her to the ground, breaking her nose and rib. He finishes the rape by entering her, and Erika has no strength to resist, if she ever did, or ever truly wanted to. For if the "usual" Oedipus conflict is resolved by the daugher transferring the strong erotic bond from the mother to the father, the pre-Oedipal bond results in the daughter transferring that dominating-submitting relationship to a man. The control wielded by the mother is given over to the presumptive lover. Erika may believe she wants kisses, caresses and love, but she cannot help but crave even more deeply a substitute for mother-control. "Erika has known her limits for years; Mother drove in the stakes. But Erika is not afraid to pull those stakes out, as Klemmer acknowledges, and to hammer new ones in." (235) 

Lurie is trapped, set on fire and impotent to intervene during his daughter's rape. This evokes the backdrop to Erika's rape: Mother is locked in their bedroom and can only wail as her property is violated and taken from her. The rape scene in Disgrace is not described, but briefly hinted at.   We glean what is going on more from Lurie's reaction than from any direct view. Days later, he is still not sure that his worst suspicions are right. Lucy says: 

"The shock simply doesn't go away. The shock of being hated, I mean. In the act".

 In the act. Does she mean what he thinks she means? (156)
Instead of the blankess we are presented with Melanie, Lucy shows an understanding of the violence and hatred of rape. Is the hatred necessary to qualify the act as rape? Does Eros justify force and control? In addition, the violent scene that is described graphically is the punishment of the father, not the violation of his loved daughter. By contrast, Erika's violation is very much on view. The beating and rape are described in shocking detail over twelve pages. In a broad sense, the traumas in Disgrace are "healther"; none of the characters is pathological, although one of Lucy's rapists, the boy, is not right in the head, a violent boy.
What is the resolution to the violence and the power struggles? Erika cuts herself, and has been doing so since adolescence.  The image of Erika slashing her genitals is perhaps the most disturbing in the book. Clinically, self-injury is often an attempt to feel, and also an attempt to relieve pressure. “For an instant, a slit gapes in the previously intact tissue; then the arduously tamed blood rushes out from behind the barrier” (44).  In the final scene, Erika first stabs herself in the shoulder (evocative of the German schult, guilt) and then, like a magnet, returns home to Mother. In Erika's case, there is no resolution.  There is only the status quo of her subservient role to her phallic mother. 
Lucy is silent about what happened, and refuses to answer when Lurie presses over and over for the story.  Lucy accepts what happened, almost as if it is part of the natural order. She is not quite passive, and not quite active. She cedes control to the male. Lucy is initially immobilized, but eventually retuns to a kind of shell of her old life; she functions, she goes for walks, she works in the garden. She even accepts the pregnancy caused by the rapes; she doesn't yet love the child, but she knows love will grow when the child is born. Lucy's acceptance leads to private happiness. 

As Lurie is the subject of Disgrace, his resolution is more complex, and can be seen as the theme of the entire novel. He begins by visiting Melanie's family to apologize, not for what he did, but for the harm he caused. He is still fantasizing over Melanie, while reproacing himself, as before. After returning to his daughter's smallholding, he takes up the duty he filled before: helping the neighbor Bev incinerate unwanted dogs. He has come to love the dogs, and one in particular. He decides, finally, to offer up the loved dog as a scapegoat: "Are you giving him up?" asks Bev. And then the last line of the story: "Yes, I am giving him up." 

In the two stories, women are portrayed as lacking the possibily for an uplifting catharsis and redemption. The reader is uneasy, and objects to their inability to break out of patterns of male control. Men (or a man, in any event) are portayed as having the initiative, the agency, to achieve redemption. This sad reading resonates with some feminist interpretations of the parent-child and male-female power relationships. These differences among the male and female characters’ response to traumatic, violent control could also be seen as coincident with the author's own gender perspective, and the author's own belief in the possibility of redemption. 
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