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* 

Introduction 

I 

The author of The Origin of German Tragic Drama and A1·cades, of One-Way 
Street and "The Work of Art in the Age ofMechanical Reproduction," is one 
of the rare thinkers who matter in France, in Germany, in Italy, and, to a 
certain extent, in the United States as well; he has escaped the petty 
squabbling and outlived the dominant currents and fashions that have 
succeeded one another in Western philosophy for the last fifty years. This 
durability is grounded in the literarv qualities of his writings, in  his 
exceptional biography, tragically representative offhe .desfiny.of the Ger
man-Jewish intelligentsia in the twentieth century, and, finally, in his acute 
sense of the theoretical issues of the era, whose conternporary character has 
not yet been belied. Among the authors who did nor live long enough to 
participate significantly in postwar debates, only Ludwig Wittgenstein has 
had a comparable destiny and remains, like Benjamin, a contemporary 
through and through. 

This book on Walter Benjamin is concerned above all with the 
conceptual underpinnings ofhis thought. Its ambition is both to understand 
the internal logic of his thought and to evaluate his contribution to the 
disciplines he took on: philosophy of language, aesthetics, historiogrgphy. 
The biogra_phical asp�<:t will move to the -backgrouna, -�o the extent that 
this is possible in the case of a thinker whose life provokes the same passion 
as his work.1 Many of Benjamin's texts that deal with different writers or 
with historical and sociological themes will not be considered in order to 
focus the analysis more closely on the conceptual structure. In the literature 
devoted to him thus far, the richness of the Benjaminian universe has been 
adequately emphasized; in contrast, studies that manage to grasp the logic 
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2 In t roduction 

that assures the coherence of a philosopher's system of thought across the 
proliferation of his writings have been rare. 

Despite my profound admiration for the thinker and the individual, 
this book is not at all hagiographical. It rests on the principle that only a 
critical rereading can both link Benjamin's thinking to contemporary 
inquiries in philosophy and do justice to the critical imperative inherent in 
his own work. Until now, too many studies of Benjamin have manifested a 
fascination-often recognizable in a virtually uncritical imitation, encour
aged, as it happens, by the seductive, assured, even authoritarian style of 
Benjamin's writing-that limits any real productivity of the work. 

W hatever judgment they make of his thinking, all those who have 
taken an interest in his work and life have been conscious of the debt that 
a peaceful Europe with permeable borders owes to this man whom neither 
Germany nor-during his exile--France was able to offer decent living 
conditions and work; his suicide at the Spanish border has come to symbolize 
the situation of the persecuted intellectual. Such a feeling of debt, never
theless, does not justify renouncing the task of a critical reading: Benjamin 
himself had good reasons for being wary of any idea of "celebration" or 
"hornage." Not only does this attitude disregard what is refractory in a work, 
what is opposed to the constitution of a culture of reference, if only in its 
use of authors reputed to be subversive, but it also fails to recognize the 
rigorous imperative Benjamin formulated for a knowledge of the contem
porary period; for him, a past determined at every instant reveals the present 
to itself. Benjamin's experience is not necessarily a key that will open up our 
present; his experience could just as easily conceal the issues of our time and 
lead to false connections. But, regardless of any application of the principles 
he formulated to his own work, Benjamin does not deserve the claims made 
on him by the defeatism of a way of thinking that makes his "failure" a 
model, as though the historical constellation to which he succumbed 
remained unchanged today, condemning us to meditate endlessly on the 
apocalyptic thought that the beginning of World War II and the German
Soviet pact inspired in him. In such cases, faithfulness to the memory of the 
victims turns to morbid imitation and intellectual laziness. 

Benjamin's progeny could not be more diverse. Literary criticism and 
art criticism continue to refer to his writings. Theodor W. Adorno's work 
is a ceaseless commentary on him. Jacques Derrida and Jean-Fran�ois 
Lyotard, even the later Michel Foucault, refer to him as often as do Jurgen \, 
Habermas and Paul Ricoeur. Both modernists and postmodernists claim 
him as one of their own; advocates and detractors of the Enlightenment 
divide up his inheritance. His most committed exegetes place his thinking 
on the same level as that of the most discussed living philosophers. 2 The 
diversity of his heirs itself poses a problem: Are all these claims equally 
legitimate? Some focus on his diagnosis of the age, others on more system-
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atic aspects of his thinking, such as his philosophy of language or his 
conception ofhistory; most merely cling to particular aspects of his research 
on art, film, literature, and the modern city. Benjamin's work is a gold mine 
of suggestive quotations, usable for the most contradictory ends. It would 
be pointless to try to curb these uses on the pretext that they are unwarranted 
or superficial; it is perhaps more productive to deraii the meaning and 

.-.ramifications of these expressions and formulas that have been emancipated-
from their author to serve the most diverse causes. 

Through the diversity of forms, themes, and conceptions that overlap 
or succeed one another in Benjamin's corpus, the reading I propose here will 
trace a guiding thread. Only such a "systematic" approach will allow us to 
discover, behind this multifaceted critic, the philosopher who remains 
faithful to a few guiding ldeas:·such_a_search for unity will not be able to 
avoid resorting to a certain structured periodiza tion. Without such a scheme, 
we would either have to be satisfied with subsuming Benjamin's thought 
under a few abstract notions that would not elucidate any of his successive 
positions, or we would end up dissolving his cenrral ideas in a multiplicity 
of positions drawn from an infinity of contexts.� 

From the beginning, Benjamin's thought is a philosophy of language 
that, as such, is linked to efforts by numerous other thinkers of the twentieth 
century-in particular, by Wittgenstein-to escape the aporias of the 
philosophy of consciousness, in particular those inherent in the privilege 
accorded to the cognitive and instrumental relation to reality. Benjamin was 
also among those seeking to put an end to the "myth of interiority. "3 l-Ie 
shared with Wittgenstein the ambition of bringing about "the elimination 
of the inexpressible il)- language" (C orrespondenc e, 80, letter of July 1916, 
translation modified).4 The "spirit" has no reality for hirn except in the form 
of symbols. In his view, language cannot be understood in terms of subject 
and object. But to the extent that Benjamin takes no interest in most 
everyday functions oflanguage, concentrating instead on the "Adamic" and 
poetic function of naming, he cannot radically escape the schema of the 
subject who names and the object that is named. The theoretical conse
quences of this incomplete rupture with the philosophy of the subject makes 
itself felt in particular when Benjamin seeks to give a social function to his 
theory, that is, a function in which the naming subject endeavors to change 

': the course of history. 
Beginning with this conception of language as faculty for naming and 

absolute expression-as communication not with men but with God
Benjamin attempts to elaborate a theory of art: From the time of man's entry 
into history (or the expulsion from Paradise, according to the biblical myth), 
art has conserved in a privileged manner the Adamic power of naming. 
Benjamin's theory encompasses three periods. In the first, during which 
Benjamin seeks to correct the aesthetic tradition, the "theological" domi-
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nates: reestablishing the unrecognized meaning of romantic cnttctsm, 
namely, its messianism; restoring the meaning of the work of the later 
Johann Goethe, its rejection of myth; bringing baroque allegory, the 
forgotten flip side of classical traditions, back from its unjustified exile. 

The second period is that of political commitment and the discovery 
of the European avant-garde: Dadaism, surrealism, photography, and Rus
sian cinema. Benjamin attempts to place the force of his criticism in the 
service of social revolution, to the point of sacrificing, in "The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," the very autonomy of art: its 
quality of absolute expression. During this period, drawing on surrealism, 
he also elaborates a series of models for redeeming the integrity of human 
forces in the face of historical action: creative intoxication and a total 
presence of mind that could assure humanity mastery over history and 
control of a technology that, without such a redemption, is in danger of 
turning against humanity and destroying it through the aesthetic fascina.;.. 
tion of war. 

The third period tends to restore aesthetic autonomy and the theologi
cal foundation it has for Benjamin: Beginning with "The Storyteller," 
Benjamin no longer accepts the liquidation of the traditional element in 
works of art. Finally, his "Theses on the Philosophy of History" reveals the 
ethical and political character of his strategy as an art critic: When he 
brushes history "against the grain" to reestablish concealed or forgotten 
meanings, he is attempting to save a threatened past, to make heard the 
stifled voices of history without which there could be no redeemed human
ity. 

Language, art and literature, history-beginning with romanticism, 
these philosophical themes, stemming from the Immanuel Kant of the 
Thir d Critique and from authors such as Giambattista Vico, Johann Georg 
I-Iamann, Johann Gottfried Herder, and Wilhelm von Humboldt, belong 
to the "humanities" and, more especially, to the her meneutic tradition. They 
define the fields of knowledge that Hans Georg Gadamer's Truth and 
K nowledge in particular will grapple with.5 Scientific knowledge and moral
ity are characteristically excluded from them; they occupy a place secondary · 

to that of the practice that consists in opening up the horizons of meaning, 
within which knowledge and norms of action will come to be inscribed. 
W hat distinguishes Benjamin from Gadamer is the former's imperative for 
breaking with a tradition that by privileging continuity overwhelms the 
decisive moments of history, moments of a liberating interruption in a 
course of things that, according to Benjamin, has always been in great part 
catastrophic. If  he lays claim to a tradition, it is one that is concealed, 
oppressed, always threatened, and always to be reconquered. His vision of 
history is Manichaean. To the mythical continuity of repression that the 
"victors" have at all times exercised, it opposes the discontinuity of revolts 



In t rodu c tion 5 

that were immediately repressed and forgotten , d ifficult to rediscover 
subsequently but vital for the future 9est iny of frt;ed()rn· It is this excluded 
part of history that carries the messianic hope of a reversal. 

This book is less a monograph on Benjamin 's thought than an attempt 
to render his intuit ions operative for the theory of language, for the 
reflection on historical method, and, especially, for the theory of art , a field 
in which his i ntuitions seem to have remained productive. His philosophy 
of language and his conception of history are the premises and extensions 
of a theory of art and criticism ordered around his concept of origin: the 
actuali zation of certain figures from the past,  crystall ized especially by art 
and wait ing to be saved from oblivion, from denial ,  and from misreading .  
Through this dedicated rescue operation applied each time to  a threatened 
past and entering i nto a s ignificant constellation with an obscure present 
that i t  can nevertheless elucidate, Benjamin attempts to revise the official 
history of Western civi l ization and its reason. 

This s tudy must beg in by seeking to grasp the logic  of Benjamin's 
writings across their disconcerting diversity. What is unilateral and never
theless i rreplaceable in this logic has to be underscored with in the frame
work of an approach that, I hope, does not betray Benjamin's i ntuit ions, 
despite the fact that I have d ifferent premises. 

II 

First ,  and this is perhaps the most crit ical point ,  i t  proves impossible to 
identify a traditional symbolic model-Judaism-that Benjamin could be 
linked to. When he affirms that only theological categories allow us to think 
about truth or history (Origin, 28; "Theses on the Philosophy of 1-Iistory," 
25 3; "Program,"  5ff.), he is not speaking in the name of a particular symbolic 
ident ity but is, rather, claiming the uncondi tional truth of his assertions . A 
thinker, whether l inked to Judaism or not, should , according to Benjam i n, 
have recourse to "theology." There is no doubt that, withi n  the framework 
of a German philosophical tradit ion dominated by Protestantism and by 
tendencies he considered mythical or pagan, Benjamin attempted to put 
forth the crit ical power of Judaism. 6 But he did so not simply to affirm one 
identity against others bur to approach a more comprehensive philosophical 
truth .  

The Jewish ident ity of Benjamin's thought remained ambiguous, even 
for h is best friend, Gershom Scholem: On the one hand, Scholem sees i n  
Ben jam i n  a n  authentic representative of the Jewish t radition 7; on the other, 
he maintains that Benjamin knew almost nothing about that trad it ion8 and 
that he was not committed enough to Judaism to adjust to the climate of 
the Palestine of his t ime.9 How the Jewish tradition is transmi tted through 
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Benjamin's thought remains to be clarified.10 The least adventurous hy
pothesis seems to be that, even though he knew virtually nothi ng about the 
Jewish tradition , he nevertheless represented one of its characteristic atti 
tudes , in  an environment that tended to deny and conceal it. 

The same is  roughly true for most of those German-Jewish philoso
phers of the time who came from extremely ass imilated fami lies, particu
larly Ernst B loch and Adorno. Others , such as Franz Rosenzweig and 
Scholem, made an effort to reappropriate the concealed part of Jewish 
trad ition. Rosenzweig, the author of The Star of Redemption, 11 was for 
Benjamin the model for a new questioning of the dominant tradition of 
Western phi losophy from within a mode of concealed thought. Unlike 
Scholem and Rosenzweig, however, Benjamin  d id  not want merely to 
reconquer a lost identity-a perfectly legitimate undertaking, by the way
but, rather, through the critical and constructive contribution of the Jewish 
tradition, to transform Western rational ism and i rrationalism i n  its entirety 
i n  order to arrive at a less uni lateral concept of universality. We have hardly 
begun to i nquire i nto the success or fai lure of thi s  attempt. 

The status of rheology-Jewish or Christian-remains controversial 
in phi losophical debates, even though in France in the early 1 990s a 
"theological turn" of thought seemed to go without saying. 1 2  After several 
centuries of criticism both of metaphysics and of the theological content i t  
conveys, a pure and simple return to metaphysical and theological categories 
i s  not automatical ly justified ; however noble i ts intentions, ·it bears the 
stigma of regress ion. The genesis of such a return in Benjamin's thought
and i n  that of an enti re generation of thinkers i n  Gennany---is quite 
transparent: In  1914-1915 ,  when the young Benjarni n was d rafting his first 
essays within a neo-Kantian context, the representatives of that current, 
which dominated in the universities, had in large part converted to German 
nationalism. The reference to "rheology"-in fact, to an often very personal 
reinterpretation of the B ible and of certain mystic writings-can then be 
considered an attempt to safeguard the universal content ofWestern reason 
that seemed to be faltering and compromised i n  its secularized form. 

But this  safeguard ing had a price:  By becoming substantial once 
more,  reason, which had become formal and procedural with Kant, could 
no longer rely on every subject's faculty to account for its acts and words ,  
a faculty the subject cannot demand for i tself without recognizing it  in  
others a s  well .  In no  longer havi ng recourse to this faculty, the subject 
fi nds itself referred back to a col lective that is supposed to guarantee the 
val idity of substantial reason.13 Whether wil l ingly or not, the philoso
pher-"theologian" is transformed into a mouthpiece for this i mplic it  
col lective, which is  dogmatic to the extent that it  is obl iged to exempt 
certain fundamental categories from all d iscussion. In seeking to save 
reason from the hazards of immanence, it is the phi losopher- "theologian" 
who prepares the way for reason's subversion. 
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III 

Walter Benjamin's thinking barely distinguishes between diagnosing the 
historical present and uncovering irs normative bases. Several versions of 
his theory of knowledge exist, each elaborated ad hoc as a function of a 
particular research project. In each, the urgency of the historical present 
dictates the principles of his approach. In an essay on Kant's "What Is 
Enlightenment?" Foucault has distinguished between two great critical 
traditions stemming from .Kant-the "analytic of truth" and the "ontology 
of contemporary reality"-rhat, according to Foucault, one must choose 
between. He himself chooses the second, which G. W. F. Hegel and the 
Frankfurt School, Friedrich Nietzsche and Max Weber, also embraced.14 
Benjamin also certainly chose the second, except in certain of his earliest 
writings, which still betray a systematic ambition. Between "On Language 
as Such and on the Language of M.an" or "On the Program of the Coming 
Philosophy" and the "Theses on the Philosophy of:History" the move from 
the "analytic of truth" to the "ontology of contemporary reality" is accom
plished, even as the attempt at a rupture between "universal" and "univer
sity" philosophy is carried out. 

It remains to be seen whether this opposition is pertinent in the long 
run, whether the reduction-of the theory of knowledge to the simple function 
of an analysis of the present does not lead to a dissolution cf philosophy into 
literary essays and philosophical journalism. Benjamin has contributed to the 
discrediting and discouraging of any systematic philosophical inquiry; none
theless, his "ontology of the present" still had a system in the background. 
The "ontologists of contemporary reality" have reached the point of ignoring 
advances in the philosophy of language, in historical methodology, and in the 
philosophy of arr. Such a separation between the two aspects of Kantian 
thought identified by Foucault seems today to have lost its legitimacy. Neither 
of the two traditions has emerged intact. In this context, it is useful to recall 
that Benjamin did not start from the "ontology of contemporary reality," that 
he maintained his contact with the university as long as possible and then his 
contact with the members of the Frankfurt School, who continued to respect 
irs requirernents, and that his thinking remains permeated by the systematic 
intuitions of these beginnings. Finally, the "Theses on the Philosophy of 
History," his last irr1portant work, makes explicit an ethics of universal 
solidarity with every creature who has suffered human violence, and the whole 
of his aesthetic criticism bears the signature of this ethics. 

I V  

We therefore need to take into account Benjamin's initial normative bases 
(explicit and implicit), the reasons that led him to modify them, and the 
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risks of d issolution that followed from these modifications . The fragi lity of 
these bases l ies particularly in  the fact that, in  Benjamin 's early philosophy, 
the only aspect of language's function that he takes into account is that of 
revealing the world through the medium of the word. This privilege is i n  
accord with his central interest in  literature, but it  i s  also responsible for;. 
certain impasses in  this theory. 

Viewed from the perspective of the revelation of the world through tbe 
word and the image, the historical movement of desacralization can only 
represent an impoverishment, whereas this same evolution appears i n  a 
different l ight i f  one takes i nto account the growing importance of the 
exchange between a proposed image and the i nterpretations of it that 
reverberate in the social space. No work of art today can possess the magic 
and authority of a masterpiece from the Middle Ages or the Renaissance; 
but a disrespectful collage that twists that masterpiece's meaning can be 
i ncomparably valuable as a revelation for our age. Benjamin is certainly on 
the trai l of th is idea when he situates historical evolution between cult value 
and exhibition value, but he once more privileges the trajectory of the 
artistiC�r even technical , medium-in this case, film--without placing it 
in relation to the dynamic proper to social l ife. Thus, anticipating Marshall 
McLuhan, he formulates the primacy of the media over political initiative: 
In encouraging the display of the charisma of dictators , radio, television, 
and film seem to doom "bourgeois democracy. " 

By operating his " linguistic" (or "mediatic") turn, Benjami n  replaces 
the spirit with the word , the name,  or, in a general way, the medium of 
communication, according them primacy over the subject. But this substi
tution leaves intact the dual relation between the medium and the subject. 
To the extent that Benjamin does not analyze the ways that subjects use 
meanings, he remains a prisoner of the premises of a philosophy of con
sciousness. Hence his thinking remains centered on the traditional themes 
of that philosophy: the awakening from a dream state and the reappropria
tion of a lost origin .  

The move from the spirit to the letter brings together philosophy and 
l iterature: The literary work is the quintessential medium where the spirit 
has no existence independent of the letter. In remaining at this symbolic 
"materialization" of the spirit, Benjamin has contributed to the effacement 
of the boundaries that make the philosopher-writer a "creator of concepts:\' \5 

v 

For many readers , in France perhaps more than elsewhere, Walter Ben
jamin is  seen as a writer first and a philosopher only second. He h imself 
had the ambition of being "considered the foremost critic of German 
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l iterature" (Correspondence, 3 59). In the eyes of Adorno16 and Scholem 
(Correspondence, 374),17 however, he was primarily a philosopher. The context 
cf recent (but already dated) debates, the assimi lation of any conceptual 
philosophy to a quasi-totali tarian system of thought, and the vogue for a 
philosophy that would be indistinguishable from li terature have favored 
t he more "literary" approaches to Benjamin's work. The reading proposed 
here is philosophical . It remains suspicious of the belief in a simple reversal 
of an i nstrumental conception of language. Benjamin certainly pol ished 
all his texts as if they were l iterary works, and he published-in part to 
pay the rent,  in part to sat isfy his taste for wri ting-texts that without a 
doubt are l iterary forms: sonnets, translations of Baudelaire, chi ldhood 
memories ("A Berl in  Chronicle," Berliner Kindheit um N eunzehnhundert [A 
Berl in  chi ldhood in the ni neteenth century)), novellas (such as "Rastel l i  
Narrates"), travel narratives (Moscow Diary), dreams and aphorisms (Ein
bahns trasse [parts of which were translated as "One-Way Street"]) . I t  is 
nevertheless easy to show that even in texts of this type he never loses sight 
of t he philosophical questions that are his own. 

Undoubtedly, there is no phi losophical system of Walter Benjamin .  
He is ,  in  the most elevated sense of a term that is sometimes used to d iscredit 
him, an essayist. But he is not an essayist in  the manner of Montaigne; the 
scientific imperative is not lacking in his essays. He conducts concrete 
research from a phi losophical perspective. l-Ie has created or rethought 
numerous concepts that are part of philosophical debates today: notably, 
t ruth content and subject matter, symbol and allegory, aura and mechanical 
reproduction, cult value and exhib ition value, d ialectical image and remem
brance. 

If there is no system i n  Benjamin, we can nevertheless speak of a 
fundamental schema in his approach and phi losophical concept ion. In the 
movement ofhisrorical "progress, " the succession of catastrophes that moves 
from a fullness of meaning ,  impure because of i ts mythical character, to a 
poverty of meaning incarnated by abstract "meani ng" and by the "reifica-· 
tion" of the mechanically reproduced commodi ty, Benjamin seeks to mark 
the pauses where the l iberating "genius" of humanity has manifested itself 
while pointing toward a decisive l iberation(fjere, art occupies a privileged 
place, Qg� __ 9.E!Y_i2.-_�h.�---�xtent that the enchantment of i ts _app_�_�r��ce is  
_d_Qmin�!.��-by __ �h� disencbant-�ent _p�oper to knowledge. Greek tragedy, 
baroque allegory, Chaiies Baudelai re 's modern poetry, and revolutionary 
film are among these privileged moments where a loss of meaning is 
heroically converted into a symbol ic form free from all pretense. �OThis 
schema undergoes several versions, from the first conception of a w�rld of 
Ideas bringing together authentic forms to the transformation of the crit ical 1 

act i nto poli tical action, and from the privileging of the actualization or 11 

destruction of tradi t ion to the remembrance of a past threatened with 
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definit ive occultation. But the idea of rescuing a l iberating act of s ignifica
tion, forgotten or disregarded by the official trad i tion, remains constant .  

What can such a schema signify for a reader formed in other schools
that of analytic phi losophy, for example-who does not share the h istorical , 
philosophical, and aesthetic passions of the European cont inent? That reader 
wi ll have a tendency to think that Benjamin  is not a philosopher i n  the strict 
sense of the term. Nevertheless, a rereading ofBenjamin  today must respond 
to these analytic i mperatives. By  means of cri ticism and explication, the 
rereading at work in this book attempts to i dentify in Benjamin the element 
that can be i ntegrated i nto theories of art , language, and history and i nto 
ethics and poli tical theory. 
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Philosophy of Language 

THE MAGIC OF LAN GUA GE 

Walter Benjamin  considered himself a "philosopher of language" first of 
all.1 Any effort to understand his thought must begin with his first works, 
"On Language as Such and on the Language of Man" (1916) and "On the 
Program of the Coming Philosophy" (1918). It is here that the conceptual 
choices that will determine the totality of his positions and interests are laid 
out. During World War I, in fact, he formulated his ideas on the particu
larity of baroque drama ("Trat-t erspiel und Tragodie" [Trau erspiel and tragedy) 
i n  19 1 6) and on Friedrich Holderlin ("Zwei Ged ichte von Friedrich Holder
l in" [Two poems by Friedrich Holderli n} in 1915 ); he began to translate 
Baudelaire's The Flowers of Evil; and, through his contact with Martin Buber 
and Gershom Scholem, he defined his particular position in rela tion to 
Judaism (which would also be his attitude toward Marxism): faithfulness 
to an idea and a refusal of allegiance to any organization. 

To understand Benjamin's interest both in  an theory and i n  the 
philosophy of history, we need to begin with his :philosophy of language. 
This philosophy has no scientific status. Rather, it is a myth through which 
the young philosopher attempted to define his task as a thinker. First of all, 
for Benjamin, language was not particular to man. Every thing in Creation is 
language, and man's language is only a particular, albeit a privileged, form, 
one mode of "language as such." By this Benjamin means not the different 
forms of producing signals that exist in the animal kingdom but, rather, a 
l inguistic implication in  everything, be it organic or inorganic: "There is 
no event or thing in either animate or inanimate nature that does not in 
some way partake of language, for it is in the nature of all to communicate 
their mental meanings" (Refl ections. 314). At a time when Ferdinand de 

I I  
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Saussure and others were elaborating a scientific l inguistics, Benjamin  
seems to  be  returrting purely and simply to  the premodern-metaphysical  
and mystical-conception of the Book of the World in which everything 
speaks to us. But he rapidly reveals the more specific intention that guided 
him and linked him to a symbolist context (Stephane Mallarme, Stefan 
George); his intention is to rescue language from any instrumentalist 
conception: "What does language communicate? It communicates the 
mental being corresponding to it. It is fundamental that this mental being 
communicates i tself in language and not thro ugh language. Languages 
therefore have no speaker, if this  means someone who communicates thro ugh 
these languages" (Reflec tio ns, 3 1 5-3 1 6). Benjamin i nsists repeatedly on the 
fact that "all language communicates itself" (R eflectio ns, 3 1 6) before it can 
become-and this is an i llusion-an instrument for the communication of 
a particular content. He speaks of the " immediacy" or the "magical" 
character of all mental communication, linked to the fact that i t  is produced 
in and not thro ugh language. The magic of language lies in the fact that, of 
i tself, it communicates in an absolute way. This magic has to be distin
guished from the false magic inherent in the instrumental use of language, 
from which it must be liberated. Like the language of things and events, 
human language expresses and communicates before any intentional com
munication. 

There nevertheless exists an important d ifference between the language 
of things and that of men: 

The l inguistic being of things is their language; this proposition, applied 
to man, means: the linguistic being of man is his language. Which 
signifies: man communicates his own mental being in his language� 
However, the language of man speaks in words. Man therefore commu
nicates his own mental being (insofar as it is communicable) by naming 
all other things . . . .  It is therefore the linguistic being of man to name things. i 
(Reflections, 317, emphasis in the original) 

The difference between the two types of language lies in the addressee . 
Things and beings in  nature communicate rhernselves "to rnan" (Ref lectio ns, 
3 1 7). In contrast, " in naming the m ental being of man communicates itself to God" 
(Reflectio ns, 3 1 8). Benjamin needs God to save human language from an 
i nstrumental conception that he calls the "bourgeois conception of lan
guage": 

Anyone who believes that man communicates h is mental being by names 
cannot also assume that it is his mental being that he communicates, for 
this does not happen through the names of things , that is, through the 
words by which he denotes a thing.  And , equally, the advocate of such a 
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view can only  assume that man is comm unicati ng factual s ubject matter 
to other men, for rhar does happen through the word by which he denotes 
a th ing .  This v iew is the bourgeois conception oflanguage, the invalidity 
and emptiness of which wi l l  become increasingly clear in  what follows. 
It holds that the means of communication is the word, i ts object factual ,  
i ts addressee a human being. The other conception o f  language, i n  
contrast, knows n o  means , no object , and n o  addressee of communica
t ion. (Reflections, 318) 

1 3  

God i s  the witness o f  this human faculty for naming through which 
humani ty expresses i ts mental being. In this way, Benjamin short-circui ts 
any theory of language that l inks human speech to pragmat ic functions, 
which are here called "bourgeois" in a sense that as yet has nothi ng to do 
with Marxist critici sm. At the time of his interest in d ialectical materialism, 
i n  fact, Benjamin  felt the need to reformulate his theory of language. But 
what he called at that time the "mimetic faculty" of man was nothing other 
than that same noninstrumental relationship, the material ist vers ion of a 
conception of language that excluded any function of "communicat ion" in  
the usual sense. "Communication" appeared only in  the absolute sense of a 
revelation without addressee. God is here the name for that absolute 
nonaddressee-who liberates language from all i nstrumental final i ty but also 
from all noninstrumental communication in d ialogue. 

In "On Language as Such and on the Language of Man, "  the function 
of nami ng makes the human being a privi leged instance of divine Creation. 
Creation is c ompleted through the l inguistic act ivity of man: 

Man is the namer, by this we recognize that through him pure language 
speaks . Al l  nature, insofar as it communicates i tself, communicates i tself 
i n  language, and so finally i n  man. Hence he is rhe lord of nature and 
can g ive names to things. Only through the l inguistic being of things 
can he gain knowledge of them from within h imself-.- in name. God's 
creation is completed when things receive their names from man. 
(Reflections, 318-319) 

From these presuppositions, Benjamin deduces a metaphysics , which 
he himself l inks ro scholastics ;  i t  includes a "graduation of all mental beings 
. . .  i n  degrees of existence or being" (Reflections, 3 20), as a function of the 
philosophical-religious concept of revela tion. Benjamin 's idea is that 

rhe highest mental region of rel igion is (in the concept of revelation) at 
the same time the only one t hat does nor know the inexpressible. For it 
is addressed in name and expresses i tself as revelation. In this,  however, 
notice is given that only the highest mental being, as it appears in 
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rel igion, rests solely o n  man and on the language in h im, whereas all art, i 
not excluding poetry, does not rest on the ultimate essence of language
mind, but on language-mind confi ned to things, even i f  in consummate 
beauty . . . . L anguage itself is not p erfectly exp ressed in things them
selves. (Reflections, 3 21) 

This h ierarchy of being, established on the basis of the relation to 
language, e lucidates the internal economy of Benjamin 's oeuvre. What i t  
aspires to, without being able to attain it, i s  a fusion o f  philosophical and 
rel igious d iscourse in the p�r[�<;t doctrine (Lehre) that kn_oyy_s. [lQthi_!?.g of the · 

i1_1expre._ssi"l)te. Only such a doctrine could rest exclusively o; ��-�--�nd 
language. In  contrast, art , i ncluding poetry, i s  s ituated at a lower level whose 
language is " impure" and still acquainted with the inexpress ible through 
the thingness of its language. Even lower on the chain of being, the 
languages of things are "imperfect" and "mute . "  Just as man i n  general saves 
things that are i n  themselves mute by naming them and thus i ncluding 
them in  Creation, the philosopher, as Benjamin  conceives i t, has the task of 
saving the mental being of art and poetry by stripping away their thingness 
and bringing them back to the bosom of pure language. That is what the 
i nfinite work of the critic and translator consists i n. 

A letter to Martin  Buber written i n  June 19 1 6, a few months before 
the essay "On Language as Such,"  i llustrates the meaning Benjamin  gave 
both to the magical character of language and to the process of eliminating 
the i nexpressible or muteness of rhe thing from language. Invited to 
contribute to the journal Der Jude [The Jew}, Benjamin refused to make h i s  
writ ing a means of  " influencing" the moral world and hurnan behavior, in  
[placing} the motives behind actions at  their d isposal" (Correspondence, 79). 
He contrasted this to a different relation between word and act: 

I can understand wri t ing as such as poetic, prophetic, objective i n  terms 
of its effect, but in any case only as magical, that is a s  un-mediated. Every 
salutary effect, indeed every effec t not inherently devastating ,  that any 
writing may have resides in i rs (the word' s, language's) mystery. I n  
however many forms language may prove t o  be effective, i t  wi l l  not be 
so through the transmission of content but rather through the p urest 
disclosure of i ts dignity and i ts nature. And if I d isregard other effective 
forms here---aside from poetr y and prophecy- it repeatedly seems to me 
that the c rystal-pure elimination of the inexpressible in la nguage is the 
most obvious form given to us to be effective with in language and, to 
that extent, throug h  it .  T hi s  elimination of t he i nexpr essib le seem s  to 
me to coincide precisely with what is actual ly the objective and d ispas
siona te manner of writing, and to intimate the relationship between 
knowledge and action precisely within l inguistic magic. My concept of 
obj ective and, at the same t ime, highly political style and writing is this: 
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to awaken interest in what was denied to the word; only where this sphere 
of speechlessness reveals i tself in unutterable pure power can the magic 
spark leap between the word and the motivating deed, where the unity 
of these two equally real entities resides. (Correspondence, 80, translation 
s lightly modified) 

1 5 

In his interpretation of the first chapters ofGenesis ,2 Ben jamin  declares 
that he i s  fol lowing the Bible in  i ts principle by "presupposing [language] 
as an ultimate real i ty, perceptible only in i ts manifestation, inexplicable and 
mystical" (Reflections, 322).  The Benjaminian interpretation nevertheless 
establishes a hierarchy between the divine word (verbe) and the human name 
(nom),3 a h ierarchy that could be Kantian in i ts inspiration. He then 
comments on the rhythm of Creation in Genesis-"Let there be-And 
there was-And he cal led": 

Therefore ,  language both creates and is finished creation , it is word and 
name. In God the name creates because it is the word, and God's word 
is knowledge because it is a name . . . .  The absolute relation of name to 
knowledge exists only in God, only there is the name inward ly identical 
to the creating word , the pure medium of knowledge. This means that 
God made things knowable in their names. Man, however, names them 
according to knowledge. (Reflections, 323, translation modified) 

The particulari ty of man i s  that he was not created by the word and 
that he was not named . Drawing mystical conclusions from the biblical 
narrative, Benjamin continues : 

V In man God set language, which had served Him as medium of creation ,  
1 /·'free .... Man is the knower in  the same language i n  which God is creator. ,. God created him in his image, he created the knower in the image of the 

creator . ... In the word creation took place and God's linguistic being 
is the word. All human language is only reflection of the word in name. 
Name is no closer to the word than knowledge to creation .  The infinity 
of all human language always remains limited and analytic in nature in  

1 comparison to  the absolutely unlimited and creative infinity of the d ivine 
\ word. (Reflections, 323) 

The "Kantian" character of this d istinction between the word and the 
name, between a knowledge (of intel lectual intuition) that creates and a 
finite knowledge with access only to the "reflection" of the divine Word, is 
underscored by the i ntroduction of the passive term "receptivi ty" to char
acterize human language: "In the name, the word of God no longer creates; 
it has become in one part recept ive, even receptive to language. Through 
this receptivity [or conception, Empfiingnis], it aims  to give birth to the 
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language of things themselves, from which i n  turn, soundlessly, i n  the mute 
magic of nature, the word of God shines forth" (Reflections, 32 5 ,  translation 
modified). This passive relation of receptivity wil l  later be fou nd i n  the 
theory of the mimetic faculty. 

As the l imiting case between word and name, man 's proper name has 
no knowledge value; i nstead, it is " the communion of man with the creating 
word of God" (Reflections, 324, trans lation modified). Hence the high vafue 
Benjamin always grants to the proper name: In a form that has, of course, 
been stripped of meaning, man has at his disposal a piece of the d ivine Word. 
Conversely, the name that man gives to things has a value of knowledge 
and, unlike the Kanrian concept , is even directed at the "thing i n  i tself': 

The thing in itself has no word, being created from God's word and 
known i n  its name by a human word . This knowledge of the thing ,  
however, is not  spontaneous creat ion, i t  does not  emerge from language 
in the absolutely unlimited and infinite manner of creation ;  rather, the 
name that man g ives to the thing depends on how language is commu
nicated to h im. (Reflections, 3 24-32 5, translation modified) 

Benjami n  sidesxeps any cognitive problem, which, for him, seems to stem 
from a false conception of knowledge: To name adequately, one need only 
understand Creation ; from that point on, there is no longer any problem of 
method. S imilarly, he rejects-as he will also do within the framework of 
this materialist theory--any idea of a conventional character of l inguistic 
signs: "The human word is the name of things. Hence it i s  no longer 
conceivable , as the bourgeois view of language maintains, that the word has 
an accidental relation ro irs object, that i� is a sign for things (or knowledge 
of rhem) agreed by some convention. Language never g ives �'nzere ',signs" 
(Reflections, 324). 

,. 

Both spontaneous and receptive, human language is for Benjamin  
essentially translation; at  this point, he  formulates h i s  first theory of trans
lation:  "It is the translation of the language of things into that of man . It i s  
necessary to  found the concept of  translation at the deepest level ofl inguistic 
theory . . . .  Translat ion attains i ts full  meaning in the realization that every 
evolved language (with the exception of the word of God) can be considered 
a trans lation of all the others" (Reflections, 325 ). The translation of the 
language of things into human language-the very operation of human 
knowledge-is possible because there exists a kinship between them: 

The objectivity of this t ranslation is ,  however, guaranteed by God. For 
God created things; the creating word in them i s  the germ of the 
cognizi ng name, j ust as God , too, finally  named each thing after i t  was 
created . But obviously t h is naming is only an express ion of the identity 
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of the creating word and the cognizing name in God, not  the prior 
solution of the task rhat God expressly ass igns ro man h i mself: that of 
naming things. In  receiving the unspoken nameless language of th ings 
and convert ing i t  into sounds through the name, man performs this 
task .  I t  would be i nsoluble were not the name-language of man and 
the nameless one of things related in God and issued forth from the 
same creating word ,  which in  things became the comm unication of 
matter i n  magic communion,  and in man the language of knowledge 
and name in blissful  mind .  (Reflections, 325-32 6, translation s l ightly 
modified )  

1 7  

Through this theological description of language, Benjamin does not 
account for that which needs explanation and which he is presupposi ng: 
namely, the relationship between language, knowledge, and things . How 
could knowledge progress g iven these foundations, and how could there 
have been a modern science of nature? In posi ti ng a God who guarantees 
the object ivi ty of trans lat ion, does not Benjamin avoid asking the arduous 
question of the functioning of language and the possibil i ty of a translat ion? 

An aphorism in Wi rrgenstein's Philosophical Investigations underscores 
the aporeric character of Benjamin's approach . By d issociating the human 
faculty of naming from the everyday pract ice of language, Benjamin grasps 
only a "language on holiday." Wi ttgenstein denounces 

rhe conception of naming as, so to speak, an occult process. Naming 
appears as a q11eer connexion of a word with an object.-And you really 
get such a queer connexion when the philosopher tries to bring out the 
relation between name and thing by staring at an object in front of him 
and repeating a name or even the word "this" i nnumerable t imes. For 
phi losophical problems arise when language goes on holiday. And here we 
may indeed fancy naming to be some remarkable act of mind ,  as it were 
a baptism of an objecr.4 

Such quest ions wi l l  be at the center of the reflections of Willard Van 
Orman Quine (who wil l  deny the very possibi l i ty of an obj ect ivity of 
translation in the absence of God as guarantor) and Gadamer (who 
attempts to show t he paths by which such an objectivity is nevertheless 
establ ished in  the use of language); such reflections are foreign to Ben
jamin , whose concern l ies elsewhere. In "On Language as Such"-which 
he never publ ished , merely passing it around to several fri ends, but which 
helped him see his  own ideas more clearly and to which he was st i l l  
referring in the 1930s-he seeks to ground the task of the phi losopher. 
In a sense, the bibl ical rext plays a role analogous to trag ic texts and 
pre-Socratic thought in  Nietzsche's philosophy:  It i s  a primit ive wisdom 
lost by modernity. 
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It is also in biblical terms that the origin of the "confusion of tongues" 
is reformulated, with the biblical text in fact "corrected" by the philosophi
cal concept: 

As the unspoken word in the existence of things falls infinitely short of 
the naming word in the knowledge of man, and as the latter in turn must 
fall short of the creating word of God, there is reason for the multiplicity 
of h uman languages . The language of th ings can pass into the language 
of k nowledge and names only through translat ion--as many transla
tions, so many languages--once man has fallen from the paradisiac state 
that knew only one language. (According ro the B ible, this consequence 
of the expulsion from paradise admittedly came about only later. )  The 
paradisiac language of man must have been one of perfect knowledge; 
whereas later all knowledge is again infinitely differentiated in the 
mult ipl icity of language, was indeed forced to differentiate i tself on a 
lower level as creat ion in name. (Reflections, 326--327 ,  translation sl ightly 
modified) 

Benjamin interprets original sin and the tree of knowl edge in the same 
spiri t .  According to him, they put an end to the magic i mmanent i n  
language, to the immed iacy o f  knowledge through the name, and t o  the 
concrete and pertinent character of language: 

The knowledge to which the snake seduces, that of good and evil ,  is 
nameless . I t  is vain in the deepest sense, and this very knowledge is  i tself 
the only evi l  known to the paradis iac state. Knowledge of good and evi l  
abandons name, it  i s  a knowledge from outside, the uncreated imitation 
of the creative word . Name steps outside itself in this knowledge; the 
Fal l  marks the birth of the human tua�·d, in which name no longer l ives 
intact ,  and wh ich has stepped out of language, the language of knowl
edge, from what we may call i rs immanent magic, in order to become 
expressly, as it were externally, magic. The word must communicate 
something (other than itself). That is really the Fall of language-mind. 
(Ref/ectionsJ 3 27) 

External communication and the knowledge of good and evi l  are the 
same thing :  "prattling ,"  to use S�ren Kierkegaard's term, which Benjami n  
borrows and which i n  this case designates i n  a derogatory way t he necessity, 
to which finite bei ngs are subject, of understanding one another and 
resolving their conflicts . Such a "prattling , "  accordi ng to Benjamin, calls for 
the j udging word , the legal judgment (Reflections, 328). Benjami n  takes it 
l i terally, going so far as to deduce from it  "the mythical origi n  of law" that 
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will b e  a t  issue in "Critique o f  Violence" and "Goethes Wahlverwandtschaf
ten" [Goethe's Elective Affinities} : 

But the abstract elements of language-we may perhaps surmise-are 
rooted in the word of judgment. The immediacy (which however, is rhe 
l inguistic root) of the communicabil i ty of abstractions resides in judg
ment. This immed iacy in the communication of abstraction came i nto 
being as judgment, when, in the Fall ,  man abandoned immediacy in the 
communication of the concrete, name, and fell into rhe abyss of the 
mediateness of all communication , of the word as means, of the empty 
word, into the abyss of prattle. For . . .  the question as to good and evil 
in the world after creation was empty prattle. The tree of knowledge did 
not stand in  the garden of God in  order to d ispense information on good 
and evil ,  but as an emblem of judgment over the questioner. This 
immense i rony marks the mythical origin of law. (Reflections, 328) 

The myth of original sin also explains a change in the vision of nature 
that Benjamin will evoke again in The Origin of German Tragic Drama: 

After the Fal l ,  however, when God's word curses the ground , the 
appearance of nature is deeply changed. Now begins i ts other muteness , 
by which we mean the deep sadness of nature. It is a metaphysical fact 
that all nature would begin to lament if it were endowed with language . 
. . . She would lament language itself. Speechlessness: that is t he great 
sorrow of nature . . . .  Because she is mute, -nature mourns . Yet the 
inversion of th is proposition leads even further i nto the essence of nature ;  
the sadness of nature makes her mute. (Reflections, 329, translation 
slightly modified)  

The function of art and philosophy is to restore what has been altered in the 
Fall: the language of names. ] ust as the language of poetry is "partly, if not 
solely, founded on the name language of man, it is very conceivable that the 
language of sculpture or painting is founded on certain kinds of thing 
languages, that in them we fi nd a translation of the language of things into 
an infinitely higher language, which may still be of the same sphere" 
(Reflections, 3 30). Benjamin's entire oeuvre is placed under the sign of this 
task of reparation. In the late writings, we find it in the definition of the 
thinker's work as seizing a signifying dimension that presents itself fleet
ingly and instantaneously: In that case, a "resemblance" signals our mimetic 
faculty of reading, or, in the words of the early Benjamin, our faculty of 
knowing through naming . 

The Benjaminian conception of language makes the poetic function of 
revelation absolute, at the expense of any denotative social function. It does 
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not confine itself to isolating and privileging the ;poetic function, " the 
aiming of the message as such, the emphasis placed on the message for its 
own sake. "5 That function of language is radically opposed to any form of 
"degrad ing" use-that is, an intersubjective and tendentious use--of the 
noble g ift of human language. Benjamin's exegesis of the Bible reveals an 
idealism that is purer than modern idealism .  He calls the misunderstanding 
of the religious nature of language the original sin both of modern philoso
phy-in the thesis of the "arbi trary sign"-and of modern society, i n  which 
"prattle" reigns and an i nstrumental degradation is combined with the 
desacralization and rationalization of the word . 

In refusing the instrumental function of language and in  designating 
language as the meditlm of all knowledge, prior to all thought and constitu
t ive of all consciousness, Benjamin partakes i n  the movement of thought 
that in the twentieth century establishes the "l inguistic turn" of philosophy. 
But the language that he substitutes for the "spirit" of ancient idealism does 
not i nclude the language of everyday l ife .  It consists only of the privileged 
and monological forms of expression known as li terature and philosophy. 
In this sense, Benjamin brings about the linguistic turn from within idealist 
premises. During the same period, on grounds that were totally different 
but equally marked by mysticism,  Wittgenstein also proposes "the elimi
nation of the i nexpressible." l-Ie opposes the false depth of an i nteriority 
beyond words, but he does so in the name of a logico-mathematical ideal of 
precision. 6 Later, basing himself on Martin Heidegger and the romantics, 
Gadamer developes a hermeneutics that is also opposed to the i nstrumen
tal ist conceptions of language. 7 In his view, language is "the medium in 
which substantive understanding and agreement take place"8; hence, unlike 
Benjamin's conception, h is is not a mystical conception that confers a 
messianic role to man i n  Creation but, rather, a profane theory of the primacy 
of the tradition i nherent in language over reason and knowledge: "Being 
that can be understood is language. "9 But through their common i nspira
tion in romanticism, Benjamin  and Gadamer meet, each granting a primor
d ial importance to the d imension of language meaning, i n  opposition to its 
forms of validity. Both confer a grandiloquent meaning on the concept of 
"truth," which goes beyond the refutable or justifiable val idity of a state
ment: "The certaintr achieved by using scientific methods does not suffice 
to guarantee truth . "  0 Benjamin, however, attempts to preserve a minimal 
agreement between his thinking and the Kantian system. 

THE TASK O F  THE C O MIN G PHIL O S O P H Y  

The Benjaminian conception of language stems in essence from a German 
tradition that was itself nourished on mystical and kabbalistic texts (Jakob 
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Bohme, Hamann ,  Friedrich Schleg�l ,  Navalis, H umboldt). 1 1  It is to that 
tradit ion-against the neo-.Kantian context within which his  studies i n  
philosophy were taking place i n  Berl in  and Freiburg-that he refers to 
valorize the elements of language and knowledge that could not be reduced 
to scientific rationali ty and to the concept of experience that is their 
correlative. Begun i n  November 1 9 1 7 ,  one year after "On Language as 
Such, "  and written in a rather tortuous style unusual for Benjamin,  "On the 
Program of the Coming Philosophy" formulates the paradoxical project of 
a thinking founded on a rel igious experience and on a mystical conception 
oflanguage; nevertheless, this work seeks to establish l inks with the Kant ian 
cri r ique in a more coherent way than in the earlier essay : "The central task 
of the comi ng philosophy wil l  be to turn the deepest intimations it draws 
from our t imes and our expectation of a great future i nto knowledge by 
relating them to the Kant ian system" ("Program," 1 ) . 

This entails preservi ng certain of Kant's central intui tions while 
detaching them from the context of the Enl ightenment: "The q uestion of 
the certainty of knowledge that is lasting" must be separated from "the 
q uestion of the integrity of an experience that is ephemeral " ("Program,"  1) 
but whose historical character Kant did not consciously reflect upon. In  
Benjamin 's view, what i s  dated i s  a concept of  experience borrowed "from 
the sciences , especially from mathematical physics" ("Program," 2) ,  an 
experience that " in a significant sense could be called a world-view [and that} 
was the same as that of the Enlightenment . . . .  It was an experience or a 
view of the world of the lowest order" ("Program," 2); accordi ng to h im,  i t  
was even a kind o f  nadir  o f  experience. Even though i t  may have been a 
cond ition for Kant's undertaking ,  that experience "whose best aspect, whose 
quintessence, was Newtonian physics" ("Program,"  2) now had to be 
cons idered reductive and an obstacle to the development of science. 

Entirely in  the sense of Gadamer's_ conserv(l_t_ive br;rmeoe.urics., and in 
fact in the spirit of that same romantic tradition, Benjamin contrasts a 
notion of authority to the concept of experience: "For rhe Enlightenment 
there were no authori ties, not only in the sense of authori ties to whom one 
would have to submit unconditionally, but also of i ntellectual forces who 
might have managed to give a higher content to experience" ( "Program,"  
2) .  At this point, he  is  alluding to  a well-established view concerning that 
"state of affairs that has often been mentioned as the rel igious and historical 
bl indness of the Enlightenment"  ("Program," 2). Benjamin does nor suggest 
what the "great content" of experience might consist i n; he s imply indicates 
that " this experience, then, also includes religion, as the true experience, i n  
which neither god nor man i s  object or subject o f  experience but in  which 
this experience is based on pure knowledge. As the quintessence of philoso
phy alone can and must think of God . . .  " ("Program," 5 ) . 

In "On Language as Such , "  God was the guarantor of rhe noninstru-
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mental d imension oflanguage, forbidding any relation to language as means 
or object. In "On the Program of the Coming Philosophy," "the task of 
future epistemology is to find for knowledge the sphere of total neutrality 
in regard to the concepts of both subject and object" ("Program, "  5 ). That 
said,  such a knowledge without counterpart can only be mystical if the 
relation is not made expl icit. The l inguistic turn of philosophy that 
Benjamin proposes remains pecul iarly i ndeterminate: 

The great restructuration and correction which m ust be performed upon 
the concept of experience, oriented so one-s idedly along mathematical
mechanical l ines, can only be attained by relati ng knowledge to lan
guage, such as was attempted by Hamann during Kant's l ifetime.  For 
Kant, the consciousness that ph ilosophical knowledge was absolutely 
certain and apriori, the consciousness of that aspect of philosophy i n  
which i t  is fully the peer o f  mathemat ics, caused the fact that all 
phi losophical know ledge has i ts \inTq��-��p�ession in lang uage and not 
i n  formulae or numbers to go almost completely untreated. ("Program," 
9) 

This concept of knowledge, transformed through the reflection on its 
l inguistic being, must inc lude religion, so that 

the demand upon the philosophy of the future can finally be put in these 
words: to create on t he basis of the Kantian system a concept of 
knowledge to which a concept of experience corresponds , of which the 
knowledge is the doctrine. Such a ph ilosophy i n  its universal element 
would either itself be des ignated as t heology or would be superordi nated 
to theology to the extent that i t  contains histOrically philosophical 
elements. ("Program ,"  9) 

In  the addendum to his essay, Benjamin  returns to this obscure relation 
between rel igion and philosophy. He speaks of a ''virtual unity" ("Program,"  
12)  between the two, already anticipated by  the term "doctrine . "  In "On 
Language as Such , "  Benjamin did not hesitate to use his philosophical 
perspect ive to correct biblical teachings, to make them more coherent. I n  
this addendum, h e  proposes to integrate knowledge relating t o  religion i nto 
philosophy, following an approach that recalls Hegel .  Finally, he wishes to 
maintain the threefold nature of the Kantian system within a metaphysical 
"doctrine" reestablished both on the foundation of language and on a 
conception of experience that would assure it unity and continuity i n  i ts 
diversity. This once more recalls the role of the Hegelian concept of "spiri t . "  

In opposing a concept of experience grounded in language and religion 
to the Kantian concept of experience grounded in  the physical and mathe-
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matical sciences, while seeking to maintain the Kantian division into the 
three fields of logic, ethics ,  and a third sphere, a k ind of hermeneutics 
destined to includ-e "art, jurisprudence, . . .  hfsr�ry .- . .  and other areas" 
("Program," 8-9), Benjamin is aware that he is running in to problems of 
coherence and is  far from grasping their solution: He himself fears " that 
wi t h the d iscovery of a concept of experience that would provide a logical 
place for metaphysics the dist inction between the realms of nature and 
freedom would be abolished" ("Program,"  7), somethi ng he wishes to avoid 
at all cost .  In reality, the synthesis promised in  "On the Program of rhe 
Com ing Phi losophy" turns out to be unrealizable, and Benjam i n  wil l  not 
delay in abandoni ng the project for a system.  

THE O R Y OF TRA NSL A TI O N  

��The Task of the Translator," written in  1 92 1  t o  introduce his translation of 
Baudelaire's "Tableaux parisiens" and published in 1 92 3 ,  is the first essay i n  
which Benjamin publicly sets out his phi losophy of language, since t h e  essays 
"On Language as Such" and "On the Program of the Coming Philosophy" 
remained unpublished during their author's l ifetime. In "The 1ask of the 
Translator, "  the theory of language is ind issociable both from the theory of art 
and from a messianic conception of history, topics that had formed the subject 
matter both ofBenjamin's first book, De-r Begrifl der Ktmstkritik in der deutschen 
Romantik (The concept of art criticism in German romanticism, written i n  
1 9 1 8-1 9 19  and published in  1 920) and o f  the essays "Fare and Character" 
and "Critique of Violence" (both published in 1 92 1 ), 

The essay on translation begi ns by rei terati ng the idea of the noncorn
municational nature of language that was developed in "On Language and 
Such ," this time applying it to art: " In  the appreciation of a work of art or 
an art form, cons ideration of the receiver never proves frui tful .  . . .  Art . . .  
posits man's physical and spiri tual existence, but i n  none of i ts works is i t  
concerned with his response. N o  poem is  intended for the reader, n o  picture 
for the beholder, no symphony for the l istener" (Illuminations, 69) . 

In  this ,  Benjamin is merely borrowi ng for his  own use a fundamental 
credo of artist ic  modern i ty dat ing from the eighteenth century :  " If  i n  
d rawi ng a p icture, one imagi nes beholders ,  al l  i s  los t , "  wri tes Diderot , 
"and the pai nter s teps our of h is  canvas i n  the same way the actor who 
addresses the pi t leaves the s tage . " 1 2  Here, Benjamin  is  drawing s upport 
from the modern metaphysics of !'art pour /'art, which tends to snatch art 
away from any social function of representation .  Thus,  the role of the work 
of art is not to establish a relation of communicat ion of the type that 
prevai ls in everyday l ife ;  i t  is not subject to the constraints of a k ind of 
speech that ant icipates and el ici ts a response and a pos i tion for or aga inst 
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i n  pract ical contexts. B enjamin had already expressed this idea i n  "On 
Language as Such" by say ing that language "communicates i tself to God. "  
I n  this essay, h e  asks whether a translation is  "meant for readers who do 
not unders tand the orig i nal"  (Illuminations, 69). The fact that a work of 
art expects from i ts public not an attitude of immediate "communicat ion" 
call ing for a reaction but a reflective attitude prepared to fol low the 
development of the work before forming a j udgment and react ing to� the 
whole i s  here related to the specific function of translat ion,  which for 
Benjamin  is not that of making accessi ble a work tha t  the barrier of 
language prohibits us from knowing .  

Translation as a particular form, as an i rreducible and i rreplaceable 
mode of expression, thus stems from that "absolute readability" without 
addressee that characterizes language in general and the work of art in 
particular. Benjamin refuses to admit that the elements of a work of art other 
than those on the order of content or information-connotation, the 
coherence of an underlying vis ion of what is said or shown, or even, i n  
Humboldt's expression, the " internal form" o f  language-enter i nto a 
relation between the work and the profane public. He thinks that this 
d imension of language communicates i tself only to God ;  i t  s ignifies or 
expresses absolutely, in the absence of any "reception ."  He remai ns con
vinced that, at bottom, language has no profane and pragmatic function and 
that there is no truth in the "bourgeois conception" of language that posits 
the conventional character of the sign and the communicat ive function, 
which B enjamin considers purely instrumental . What is  new in relation to 
"On Language as Such" is s imply the detail provided regardi ng the aspect 
of language that eludes communication. 

Translation-which in "On Language as Such" is the fundamental 
relation between hurnan language and the language of things-is envi
sioned in this essay only from the point of view of transposing a l iterary 
work: 

What does a l iterary work "say"? What does i t  communicate? It "tells" 
very l i t tle ro those who understand it .  I ts essential qual i ty is not 
statement or the imparting of information. Yet any translation which 
intends to perform a transmitting function cannot transmit anything 
but information-hence, something inessential. This is the hallmark of 
bad translations . B ut do we not generally regard as the essential substance 
of a l iterary work what it contains in addition to information-as even 
a poor translator will admit-the unfathomable , the mysterious, the 
"poetic, " something that a translator can reproduce only if  he is also a 
poet? This, actually, is the cause of another characteristic of inferior 
translation, which consequently we may define as the i naccurate trans
mission of an inessential content. This will be true whenever a translation 
undertakes to serve the reader. (llfllminations, 70) 
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A good translation i s  as  yet defined only negatively: I t  does not seek to  
serve the  reader; it abandons the task of  trying to  communicate a mean ing;  
i t  does not attempt to  rival the poet in translating the  i nexpressible poetic .  

In denying any communicative function in the work of art-which 
m ust necessarily bel i t tle what is essential in i t  or what "communicates i tself 
to God"-Benjamin is now aiming at a function of art that stems from the 
philosophy of history. In language, the German word Brot and the French 
word pain (bread) " ' intend ' the same object, but the modes of this intention 
are not the same" (Illuminations, 7 4). In  other words, the connotations are so 
d ifferent that the two words are not interchangeable: 

While rhe modes of intention in these two words are in  conflict, 
intention and object of intention complement each of the two languages 
from which they are derived; there the object is complementary to the 
intention. In  the individual, unsupplemented languages , meaning is 
never found in relative i ndependence, as in ind ividual words or senrences ; 
rather, it is in a constant state of flux-until it is able to emerge as pure 
language from the harmony of all the various modes of intention. Until 
then,  it remains hidden in the languages. If, however, these languages 
cont inue to grow in this manner until the messianic end of their r ime, 
i t  is translation which catches fire on rhe eternal l i fe of the works and the 
perpetual renewal of language. Translation keeps putting the hallowed 
growth of languages to the test: How far removed is their hidden 
meaning from revelat ion, how close can it be brought by the knowledge 
of this remoteness? (11/mllinations, 74--7 5 ,  translation s l ightly modified) 

Translation is thus the measuring rod that in sorne sense allows us to 
determine how much time still separates us from the messianic moment 
when the curse of Babel and original sin wil l  end : "All translation is  only a 
somewhat provisional way of coming to terms with the foreignness of 
languages . . . .  The growth of rel igions ripens the hidden seed into a higher 
development of language" (I 1/uminations, 7 5 ). 

If  such a mystical conception is to be correctly preserved within a 
profane context, an attempt must be made ro retranslate it .  The d ifferences 
between languages highlight the gulf of incomprehension existing between 
the members of a s ingle l inguistic communi ty, a gulf due to the fact that 
the same words can designate "internal forms, "  totally different visions and 
meanings . B ut j ust as every language includes mechanisms allowing us to 
overcome such pitfalls, each language is open to the connotations and visions 
articulated i n  other languages , through an aspi ration to i nfinitely extend 
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understandi ng and include new ways of meaning. What leads to this 
continual pushing back of l imits-which Benjami n  calls a "growth" of 
rel igions and languages-is a process of exchanges and hermeneutic efforts 
between cultures that leave the differences between languages i ntact while 
multiplying the catwalks and seepages that allow each of them to be open 
to the others . 1 3 This may be the profane meaning of what Benjamin terms 
"the harmony of all the various modes of intention , "  a harmony that eloes 
not complete languages to constitute one pure language but that adj usts each 
language to another, to an i nfinitely extensible number of other languages,  
whose modes of s ignifying i t  can welcome and make its own with i ts own 
modes . 

Benjamin speaks of "growth" because his  philosophy of history i n
cludes a concept of nature that deals with the " li fe" of works. It is this l ife 
or afterl ife that reveals the "translatabil ity" of a work, a q uali ty by which it 
demands translation (Illuminations, 7 2): 

The h is tory of t he great works of art tel ls us about their a ntecedents , 
their real ization in the age of the artist,  their potentially eternal afterlife 
in succeeding generations . Where th is last manifests i tself, it is called 
fame. Translations that are more than transmiss ions of subject matter 
come i nto being when in  the course of its survival a work has reached 
the age of its fame . . . .  The l ife of the orig inal atta ins in them to i ts 
ever-renewed latest and most abundant flowering. (lllllminationJ, 7 1-72) 

Translation allows us to measure the degree of  recognition attained by 
a work whose l iterary quality and significance radiate beyond one cultural 
and l inguistic sphere. As for the notion of "fame" presupposed by transla
tion, it introduces the cri terion of aesthetic value i nto the religious concep
tion of h istory, a criterion that Benjamin does not separate from the i nherent 
teleology of languages but that constitutes the nonspeculative kernel of his 
construction, to which the text constantly refers . 

"The Task of the Translator" establishes the l ink between the l ife of a 
work and its messianic finality, based on an idea already set forth in  "On 
Language as Such" :  The messianic finality of  that l ife is  the "expression of 
its essence," the "presentation of its meaning . "  "Translation," writes Ben
jamin,  "thus ultimately serves the purpose of expressing the central recip
rocal relationship between languages, "  a relation that is marked by "a 
distinctive convergence. Languages are not s trangers to one another, but are, 
a priori and apart from all historical relationships, i nterrelated in what they 
want to express" (Illuminations, 72) .  The profound meaning of every trans
lation is thus i ts anticipation, in the form of an attempt or a "germ, "  of the 
convergence between languages, a convergence that has nothing to do with 
the more or less exact " transmission" of a translated content. 
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On the one hand, then, Benjamin assigns translation a function that 
goes beyond the translator's aim: The translator is contributing in  spi te of 
himself to the afterl ife of rhe work and the revelation of the relation between 
languages . On the other hand, by setting forth this transcendental finality, 
Benjamin is nevertheless dispensing advice to translators , i nasmuch as he 
distinguishes between good and bad translations. Yet ,  there is  an ambiguity :  
A translation can be good or  bad for the transcendental final i ty of  the growth 
of languages and rel igions ,  and it can be good or bad in itself, from an 
i ntri nsic, and especially an aesthetic, point of view. These two qualities are 
not necessarily congruent. But Benjamin's objective is to suggest that 
transcendent final ity and intrinsic criteria coincide i nasmuch as the task of 
the translator is to translate the "noncommunicable. " 

In the first place , Benjamin underscores the idea that an "exacti tude" 
of translation is immaterial in any case. Works do not remain the same across 
t ime: "For just as the tenor and the significance of the great works of 
l i terature undergo a complete transformation over the centuries ,  the mother 
tongue of the translator is transformed as well .  While a poet's words endure 
in  his own language, even the greatest translation is destined to become 
part of the growth of i ts own language and eventually to be absorbed by i ts 
renewal" (llfllminatiom, 7 3) .  The function of translation is to observe this 
growth of languages and to "watch . . .  over the maturing process of the 
original language and the birth pangs of i ts own" (ll!ttminations, 7 3). We 
can conclude from this that a translation is  good to the extent that i t  is up 
to the task of this historical process and bad to the extent that it does not 
take the s tate of languages into account. 

Benjamin then focuses more closely on the noncommunicable, "the 
primary concern of the genuine translator [which) remains elusive" (llfumi-· 
nations, 7 5) .  Instead of determining it positively according to i ts structure 
(for example, as connotation or as a component of the particular vis ion of a 
work or a language), he defines it negatively as "the element in  a translation 
. . .  that does not lend itself to translation" (IIfmninations, 7 5 ). He does not 
i ndicate the structural reason for this: the fact that only in exceptional cases 
can the translated connotation or vis ion render the rich connotations of the 
original . Benjamin immediately li nks this unrransmittable element to his 
philosophy of h istory: In his view, what cannot be retranslated refers to 
another language, a "h igher language" than that incarnated in  general by 
translation. This reference is expressed through the loose relation between 
"cOI1tent"  (Gehalt) and language: "While content and language form a 
certain  uni ty i n  the original , l ike a fruit and i ts skin ,  the language of the 
translation envelops i ts content l ike a royal robe with ample folds . For i t  
s ignifies a more exalted language than i ts own and thus remains unsuited 
to i ts content, overpowering and alien" (IIfmninations, 7 5 ) . 

The d ifference between the original and the translation i n  this relat ion 



2 8  CHA P TER I · 

is therefore that between a natural and an artificial l ink, between an organic 
and an i norganic connection. But instead of concluding that a text is 
problematic when the artificial and inorganic nature of this relation "smells 
of' translat ion, Benjamin sees a merit in  such a text , i nasm uch as the 
language of translation (which, because of i ts frag il i ty, cannot be retrans
lated) is closer to the messianic end of language. Every translation " i roni
cally, transplants the original into a more definitive l inguistic realm si"nce 
it can no longer be displaced by a secondary rendering" (Illuminations, 7 5 ). 
Benjam in explains that he is using the word " ironically" in the sense of the 
romant ics , to whom, in fact, he has just devoted h is thesis on the concept 
of art criticism: "They, more than any others ,  were g ifted w ith an i nsight 
into the l ife ofl iterary works which has i ts highest testimony in translation. 
To be sure, they hardly recognized translation in this sense, but devoted 
their entire attention to criticism, another, if lesser, factor in the continued 
l ife of l iterary works" (Illuminations, 7 6). Cri ticism and translation are 
messianic funct ions in the process of history; they work to restore the purity 
of the name. 

* 

Taking into account the fact that translation is a form apart, a form of 
autonomous expression defined by this relation to the messianic end of 
languages, Benjamin  then formulates what he considers "the task of the 
trans lator," a task that until that time trans lators had not been conscious of: 
The task of the trans lator "consists in  finding that i ntended effect [Intention] 
upon the language into which he is translat ing which produces i n  it the 
echo of the original" (Illuminations, 7 6). Unl ike l iterary creation, translation 
must therefore be directed "at language as such, at i ts total i ty," in order to 
bring about the "reverberation" of the original . "Echo" and "reverberation" 
i ndicate the "derivative," " ideational " character of the language of transla
t ions ; as for the matter of finding in the target language (as a general rule, 
the translator's mother tongue) the intended effect that awakens the echo 
of the original , that effort amounts to conferring on one language connota
tions and a particular vision that are theoretically foreign to i t .  In other 
words, i t  is a question of enriching the rhetorical (metaphorical or me
tonymic) potential of the language into which one is  translating .  

But  that i s  nor the aspect that interests Benjamin .  The aesthetic or 
rhetorical accuracy of translation is a function of truth. The ideational 
character of the i ntentional effect of translation is  philosophical: It aims at 
"true language," the "language of truth" :  "For the great motif of i ntegrati ng 
many tongues i nto one true language is at work" (Illuminations, 77) .  
Through this work, languages, 
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supplemented and reconciled i n  their mode of signification, harmonize . 
If there is such a thing as a language of truth , the tensionless and even 
s ilent depository of the ultimate truth which all thought strives for, then 
this language of truth is-the true language . And this very language, 
whose d ivination and description is the only perfection a philosopher can 
hope for, is concealed in concentrated fashion in translations . (Illmnina
tions, 77) 

29 

Translation is situated "midway between poetry and doctrine [Lehre]" 
(Illuminations, 77) ,  exactly where,  in the essay on baroque drama, cri ticism 
is  located . Nor, l ike translation, can cri ticism anticipate the true doctrine 
wnert::q)Ililosophy and rheology i ntermingle. From the phi losophical poi nt 
of v iew, therefore, cri ticism and trans lat ion are practiced with an eye toward 
doctrine. It remai ns to be seen whether this  connection between phi losophy 
and translation is  perti nent and beneficial to ei ther of them, whether that 
theory accounts for what is involved in translation, which may, after al l ,  
have something to do with "readers who do nor understand the original" 
and to whom i t  is  necessary to "communicate" more than a s imple discursive 
content . 

The difficulty of trans lation is defi ned as an exalted task:  " ripening the 
seed of pure language" (Illuminations, 7 7). The task of the translator is to 
give up restoring meaning in  order to " lovingly and in  detail incorporate 
the original 's mode of signification,  thus maki ng both the original and the 
translation recognizable as fragments of a greater language, j ust as frag
ments are part of a vessel" (Illuminations, 78). Benjamin adds that "it is  the 
task of the translator to release in his own language that pure language 
which is u nder the spel l of another, to l i berate the language i mprisoned in  
a work in his  re-creation of that work" ( /  !luminations, 80). 

Translation would thus cons ist in aimi ng not at the s ingularity of a 
work but,  rather, at the total i ty of a language, the universali ty of a way of 
signifying. Benjami n  erects what is a secondary effect of translat ion inro a 
principal aim: I n  the interest of pure language, the translator must break 
through "decayed barriers of his own language. Luther, Voss,  Holderlin,  and 
George have extended the boundaries of the German language" (Illumina
tions, 80). But what Benjamin  designates as "pure language" is the always
unique solution to a problem posed by the l imits of the target language, 
and these l imits are pushed back using the capacities inherent within that 
language. As a result ,  what is at issue is  not a "pure" language but a 
broadening of the poss ibil i t ies actualized in each language treated separately. 
I n  a manner characteristic of his entire aesthetic, Benjamin confuses the 
level of the imperative i nherent in artistic activi ty with that of irs fiinction in 
the historical process ; he confuses "good translation" with what contributes 
to the "growth of languages" toward thei r messianic end , the effacement of 
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Babelian confusion. These two merits can coincide only indirectly, through 
the growing suppleness of a language that is more and more "welcoming" 
of foreign ways of s ignifying .  

* 

Through the exercise of translation, every language tends to become 
more and more universal . We need to distinguish the possibil it ies of 
signifying that are thus acquired from "Grec isms, "  "Germanisms,"  "Galli
cisms, "  or "Anglicisms," which Benjamin indirectly defends in holding up 
Holderl in 's translations of Sophocles as a model : "In them the harmony of 
the languages is so profound that sense is touched by language only the way 
an aeolian harp is touched by the wind" (I!lunzinations, 8 1) .  Benjamin 
certainly sees the risk of this kind of translation: "The gates of a language 
thus expanded and modified may slam shut and enclose the translator with 
silence" (Illuminations, 8 1 ). But two other passages at the end of the text 
show that he does not recognize the reasons for this risk.  By confusing 
aesthetic quality and doctrinal truth, which in  his  view are united by their 
common refusal of a "meaning" to be communicated, he is no longer able 
to dist inguish the literary value of a highly idiomatic text, which challenges 
translation as such , from the text's truth value, which hardly poses an 
obstacle for the translator. 

The lower the quality and d istinction of [the original's] language, the 
larger the extent to which i t  is information,  the less ferti le a field is  i t  for 
translation , until  the utter preponderance of content,  far from being the 
lever for a translation of d istinctive mode, renders i t  impossible.  The 
h igher the level of a work, the more d oes i t  remain translatable  even if 
its meaning is touched upon only fleetingly. (Illuminations, 8 1 ) 

If translation is a ferti le field, it is so in  view of a "translation of 
distinctive mode" and hence of a literaty quality, arr aesihetiq quali ty in  the 
broad sense. Thus Benjamin's assertion is hardly diS.p.ti:taJ)le. In contrast ,  
when he addresses the problem of translating a sacred text, the question of 
some l iterary quality able to bring about a figural intensity of l inguistic · 

creation even in  translation no longer arises . Alluding to the d isappearance 
of meani ng in H olderl in 's Hellenizing translation, Benjamin writes: 
"Where a text is identical with truth or dogma, where i t  is supposed to be 
' the true language' in all i ts li teralness and without the mediation of 
meaning, this text is  unconditionally translatable" (llbmzinations, 82). 

According to Benjamin,  then, and in  conformity with his theory of 
language as absolute readabil ity independent of any communication of a 
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meaning,  a doctrinal text transmits truth through i ts pure l iteralness .  Such 
is the logic of the Ben jaminian construction, dose to Judaic i nterpretation 
in general-and the kabbalistic i nterpretation in particular-of the letter: 
This logic l inks the re-r;e/ation that the language of the sacred text bears with 
the more l imited revelation that the language of great poetic works offers .  
But the word "revelation" i s  ambiguous here: What a l iterary work reveals 
to us is not truth in the sense that a doctrine articulates i t; otherwise, all 
works in their infini te divers ity would have to converge toward a s ingle 
doctri nal truth .  Because he l inks the sacred word and the poetic word, both 
stemming from Adamic naming, Benjamin can speak grandiloquently of 
the "truth content" in works of art, thus confus ing aesthetic value and 
cognit ive value. But what confers translatabi lity on the great l i terary works 
is not their truth value bur their li terary quality of i ntensity in the broad 
sense and of s ignificant coherence, such that even an i rnpoverished transla
tion retains part of the work's connotations . It is this idiomatic i ntensity, 
this constitutive metaphoricity, that is difficult to translate, not the d iscur
sive t ruth of the doctrinal text , which is l inked to no specific aesthetic 
quali ty. The li teralness of the sacred text, the sacral ization of i ts letter rather 
than i ts spirit, does not coincide with aesthetic or tropic l iteralness, with 
i ts " li terariness . "  Benjamin's essay, however, ends by identifying the two, 
assimilat ing l i terary translatabil ity and the l iteral translatabil i ty of the 
sacred text: "For to some degree all great texts contain their potential 
translation between the lines; this is true to the h ighest degree of sacred 
writings . The interli near vers ion of the Scriptures is the prototype or ideal 
of all translation" (Illuminations, 82). This claim neglects a d ifference to 
which the l iterary text owes i ts freedom from any doctrine, from anything 
sacred, a freedom to which The Divine Comedy i tself owes its blasphemous 
character, which is precisely at the origin of the id iomatic singularity of 
poetic texts , that which in them resists translation. 

Benjamin seems to be paying tribute here to the l inguistic speculation 
developed by eighteenth-century thinkers ,  in  particular, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and Hamann . "Figural language was the fi rst to be born," wri tes 
Rousseau in his Essai sur l'origine des langues (Essay on the origi n  of lan
guages) ;  "the li teral sense came only later . . . . At first, everyone spoke only 
i n  poetry; they thought to reason only much later. " 1 4  l-Iere again, the 
concern is  with profane texts , but in this case with autonomous expression 
stripped of i nstrumental meaning. It was Hamann who, by inrroducing 
kabbal istic themes into the debate of the German Enlightenment, conferred 
on that original language the status of a sacred text: In his view, "speaking 
is t ranslating-from an angelic language to a human idiom," and "poetry," 
sacralized in  this way, "is the mother tongue of the human race. " 1 5  In 
contrast to profane reason, which breaks with the rel igious and metaphysical 
tradi tion in  order to accept only what is justified by the pertinence of 
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argument, Benjamin's posi t ion seeks to preserve the letter of the tradition, 
the absolute express ion of a way of signifying that must be preserved for the 
messianic time of the original language's recomposi tion. In  1 938 he said 
that Kafka "sacrificed truth for the sake of cl ing ing to transmissibil ity"  
(Correspondence, 565 ,  letter of  1 2  June). Wi thout going so far as to  sacrifice 
truth, Benjamin seeks to save it by transmitt ing i ts literalness . 

THE O R Y O F  IDEA S 

Ide a s  a n d  Na m es 

The idea of absolute readabil ity in "The Task of the Translator" shows the 
c lose li nk i n  Benjami n's thought between a philosophy of language and a 
theory of art . The language of great literary works g ives him a base on which 
to establish a continu ity between language in general, the sacred or doctri nal 
text, the work of art, and phi losophy. The Origin of German Tt·agic Dra77za i s  
the most explicit ,  coherent , and comprehens ive presentation of this  early 
phi losophy of Benjamin's .  

In the introduction to this book, he  presents his conception oflanguage 
as a theory of ideas . "Ideas are the object of [phi losophical} i nvest igation. If 
representation is to stake i ts claim as the real methodology of the philo
sophical treatise, then it must be the representation of ideas" (Origin, 29). 
Like the name as it was defined in  "On Language as Such,"  the idea is  
characterized by the fact that i t  cannot "be taken possession of '  (Origin, 29) .  
It is  not simply an object of knowledge, s ince "knowledge is possession" 
(Origin, 29) .  The idea is the correlative of a theory that defines truth as a 
manifestat ion or revelation transcending the cognit ive d imension of lan
guage. This explains the status of truth in "The Task of the Translator": 
Truth , "bod ied forth in the dance of represented ideas, resists being pro
jected , by whatever means, into the realm of knowledge" (Origin, 29). As 
the essay on translat ion demonstrates , th is dance of ideas is constituted by 
the exemplary works of literature. 

Instead of being apgropriated by knowledge, truth can only "present 
i tself. " Like Heidegger, 1 6  Benjamin holds that truth originates not in the 
concept but in bei ng :  "As a unity of being rather than a conceptual uni ty, 
t ruth is beyond all quest ion. Whereas the concept is a spontaneous product 
of the intellect,  ideas are s imply given to be reflected upon. Ideas are 
pre-existent .  The distinction between truth and coherence provided by 
knowledge thus defines the idea as being" (Origin, 30,  translation slightly 
modified). Benjam in is referring to Plato, but from the beginning of his 
text ,  he explains that in his view truth i s  i nconceivable without "theology" 
(Origin, 28). In  this case, as in  "On Language as Such,"  "theology" means 
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nonsubjective and nonformal substantiality, the unavailabi l i ty o f  t ruth for 
human beings and their communication: Truth is what "communicates 
i tself to God . "  Benjamin attempts to set out the same conception with the 
classic distinction between concept and idea. 

He dissociates knowledge and truth in this way because he is still 
indebted to the defini tion of knowledge as a relation of possession between 
subject and object and as instrumental rationali ty-an approach current in a 
conception of knowledge defined by the natural sciences . When one does not 
d istinguish between perceptible objects and described and asserted facts , truth 
can ·be conceived as an object of appropriation. This is not,  however, the 
fundamental relation to truth. 1 7  Truth is a proposi tional structure-it is  a 
mode of validity in our l inguistic utterances-and it is indissociable from the 
possibi l ity of proof in  cases of dispute. Truth cannot be conceived without a 
commi tment toward an interlocutor, a commitment that one must be able to 
honor. Yet because the intersubjective dimension of a commitment to speak 
truthfully, of the claim to validity, and of the possibi li ty of proof can hardly 
be conceived in terms of a relation between subject and object, Benjamin is 
led to s ituate truth, insofar as i t  is  a relation between subject and object, in a 
transcendental dimension; that is what he calls rhe theological character of truth 
or its ontological status . In fact ,  he hesi tates between a definition in Platonic 
terms and an approach that conforms to his phi losophy of language. Further
more, for Benjamin, truth means more than cognitive val idity. It is a part of 
the world's intell igibility and readability, the opening of a horizon of meaning, 
and it  is ,  as in  metaphysical thought, a determination that is  indissociable 
from the true life. It  refers to the doctrine anticipated by every truth content in  
a work of art . Thus, in  Benjamin's work, rheological inspiration t riumphs over 
Platonism.  

In  a letter to Scholern , Benjam in describes his  methodological intro
duction to the book on baroque drama as a kind of ruse, claiming that it is 
"a kind of second stage of my early work on language . . .  with which you 
are famil iar, dressed up as a theory of ideas" (Corre.rpondence, 26 1 ,  letter of 1 9  
February 1 92 5 ,  my emphasis;  let us note i n  passing that the importance of 
Benjamin 's Correspondence l ies in ,  among other things , such explanations, 
which were not published at the t ime). No one has yet asked the question 
of what this dressing up signifies .  In an earlier letter to Scholem, i r  was 
already an iss ue:  

It  is difficult  [ to formulate] my ph ilosophical ideas, especially the 
epistemological ones ,  in this study, which has w present a somewhat 
polished facade. I r  wil l  get easier in  the course of my presentation, as the 
subject matter and the phi losoph ical perspective draw closer together; it 
wi l l  remain difflcult to do the introduction. I am currently writing ir 
and must give some evidence of my most intimate h idden motives , 
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without being able to conceal myself completely within the confines of the 
theme. (Correspondence, 24 1-242,  letter of 1 3  J une 1 924, my emphasis) 

The obvious reason for d issimulation is the univers i ty framework wi th in  
which  Benjamin planned to present his  work in  order to  obtain his 
Habilitation-which, in  fact ,  was refused him. What he is  suggest ing is 
that the univers i ty would be unlikely to accept his  philosophy, ahd 
especially h is phi losophy of language, unless it was dressed up as a theory 
of ideas , that i s ,  as a Platonism l ike that in  force i n  univers i ty philosophy 
inspired by neo-Kantianism. Accordi ng to Benjamin ,  this philosophy of 
language would be unacceptable inasmuch as it was inspired by the 
Hebrew tradi t ion. What Benjamin is dressing up into a theory of ideas i s  
h i s  theory o f  Adamic naming.  I n  Der Begriff der Kunstkritik-another book 
on the i dea-he was already dissimulating (Correspondence, 1 3  5-1 3  7 ,  
1 39-1 40, letters of8 November 1 9 1 8  and 7 April l 9 1 9) s o  a s  not to speak 
openly of the subject that primarily i nterested h im,  namely, messianism. 
I n  a word , in  his  univers i ty wri tings, Benjamin  made an effort nor to lay 
h imself open to anti -Semi ti sm.  

In another letter, addressed to  Florens Christian Rang, Benjamin 
explains more clearly his true conception of the idea: "Philosophy is  meant 
to name the idea, as Adam named nature ,  in order to prevai l  over those that 
have returned to their natural state" (Correspondence, 224, letter of 9 December 
1 923 ,  my emphasis). This conception of the idea as stemming from a pagan 
nature that remains to be dominated by nami ng dist inguishes Benjamin's 
thought  from Platonism. Between the Hebrew tradi t ion and Greek 
thought, Benjamin--even as he uses the concept of the idea-institutes a 
relation that opposes theology and mythic paganism. 

In the letter to Rang, which is a fi rst outl ine of the introduction to The 
Origin of German Tragic Drama, Benjami n  introduces the term " idea" to 
characterize " the relationship of works of art to historical l ife" (Correspon
dence, 2 23) ,  a relation that is revealed only through intetpretation: 

For in i nterpretation, relationships among works of art appear that are 
timeless yet nor without his torical relevance. That is to say, the same 
forces that become explos ively and extensively temporal in the world of 
revelation (and this is what h istory is) appear concentrated in the s ilent 
world [Verschlossenheit} (and this is the world of nature and of works of 
art). (Corre.rpondence, 224) 

These are the " ideas . "  They consti tute an original form of confrontation 
between human beings and the universe and as such can be renewed 
throughout history. They appear i n  works of art as manifestations of the true 
language, manifestations that are st i ll obscure and endowed with a 
thingness from which criticism and interpretation must deliver them. That 
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i s  the case, i n  particular, for forms such as allegory or  tragic drama, which 
Benjam i n  wishes to have accepted among the " ideas " whose totality alone 
gives us access to truth: 

These ideas are the stars, in contrast to the sun of revelation . They do nor 
sh ine t heir l ight into the day of history, but work within ir i nv isibly. 
They shine their l ight only into the n ight of nature. Works of art are 
t hus defined as m odels of a nature that does not await the day, and thus 
does not await judgment day either; they are defined as models of a nature 
that i s  neither the staging ground of h istory nor a h uman domicile. The 
night preserved . And in the context of th is consideration, criticism (where 
it is identical with interpretation and the opposite of all current methods 
of art appreciation) is the representation of an idea. Ideas' i ntensive 
infinitude characterizes them as monads. Allow me to define i r : criticism 
is the mortification of works of art. Not that consciousness is  enhanced 
in them (romantic !) ,  but that knowledge takes up residence in them . 
Philosophy is meant ro name the idea, as Adam named nature . . . .  The 
task of interpret ing works of art is to gather creatural l ife i n to the idea. 
(Correspondence, 2 24-22 5 ,  my emphasis) 

More d iscreetly, the introduction to The Origin of German Tragic Drama 
says the same thing , clearly opposing Plato and Adam: 

In philosophical contemplation, the idea is released from the heart of 
reali ty as the word , reclaiming its name-giving rights . Ultimately, 
however, this is not the attitude of Plato, bur the attitude of Adam, the 
father of the h uman race and the father of ph ilosophy. Adam's action of 
nami ng things is so far removed from play or caprice that it actually 
confirms the state of paradise as a state in wh ich there is as yet no need 
to struggle with the commun icative significance of words.  Ideas are 
displayed, without intention, in the act of naming, and they have to be 
renewed in philosophical contemplation . In this renewal the primordial 
mode of perceiving words is restored . (Origin, 3 7) 

Like I-Ieidegger, Benjamin claims a particular attitude for the philosopher, 
that of a "primordial perception" (Urvernehmen), through which ideas and 
words red iscover their  ancestral value as names: 

The idea is something l inguistic, it is that element of the symbolic i n  
t h e  essence of any word. In  empirical perception,  i n  which words have 
become fragmented, they possess, in addition to their more or less h idden 
symbolic aspect, an obvious , profane meani ng.  It is the task of the 
philosopher to restore, by representation,  the primacy of the symbolic 
character of the word , in  which the idea is given self-consciousness, and 
that is the opposite of all outwardly-directed communicati on. S ince 
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philosophy may not presume to speak in  the tones of revelation, this can 
only be achieved by recalling in memory the primordial form of percep
t ion. (Origin. 3 6) 

The most obvious difference from "On Language as Such" l ies i n  the 
fact that "philosophy may not presume to speak in  the tones of revelation "  
and in  the consequences Benjamin draws for h is philosophy o f  language. 
Yet he never makes explicit j ust how the philosopher gains access to that 
"primordial form of perception, in which words possess their own nobil ity 
as names, unimpaired by cognitive meaning" (Origin, 36). It is hardly 
satisfying to say that ideas must be renewed in a philosophical contempla
t ion through which the primordial perception of words is restored . How 
are we to proceed so that, i n  th is contemplation, a primordial perception is  
restored? How can this  restoration be controlled? In  employing such 
expressions, Benjamin i s  using a magical language that recal ls Heidegger's 
simi lar pretensions, which were just as i l l  founded . We would do better to 
turn toward the exercise of that "phi losophical contemplation "  i n  Ben
j amin's actual work of interpretation. In fact, i n  the letter of 1 3  June 1 924 
already cited, Benjamin himself underscores his difficulty in formulating 
general philosophical reflections and his greater facility i n  drawing them 
out " in the course of my presentation, as the subject matter and the 
philosophical perspective draw closer together" (Correspondence, 24 1-242). 

The change in  perspect ive from "On Language as Such" allows us to 
understand the status of the work of art and of art theory in Benjamin's 
thought :  It is through the interpretation of works of art and art forms that 
Benjamin practices the "philosophical contemplation" through which he 
hopes to rediscover the original force of naming that, in his view, has been 
lost in abstract meaning, possessive knowledge, and prattl ing communica
tion. 

Sys te m,  Tre a tise, D o c tr i n e  

In  contrast to "On Language as Such ,"  the introduction to The Origin of 
German Tragic Drama homes in  on the historical perception of the role of 
phi losophy. "In its fi nished form, it wi l l ,  i t  is true, be doctr ine ,  but it does 
not lie within the power of mere thought to confer such a form. Philosophi
cal doctri ne is based on historical codification"  (Otigin, 27).  Like translation, 
phi losophy measures the gap that separates us from doctrine and hence from 
the messianic end of history. That is why phi losophy is essentially  the 
"representation" of truth, in  the sense that Benjamin gives to this term : not 
a systematic justification of arguments but an evocation of things as a 
function of a primordial perception of language. In relation ro i naccessible 
doctrine and phi losophical practice as Benjamin conceives i t-founded on 
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the representation of truth through language--the "system" in  the nine
teenth-century sense seems to him to be an aberration ; he sees it as "a 
syncretism which weaves a spider's web between kinds of knowledge in an 
attempt to ensnare truth as if i t  were something which came fly ing in from 
outside . But the universalism acqu ired by such phi losophy falls far short of 
the didactic authori ty of doctri ne" (Origin, 28) .  

I n  particular, Benjamin 's target is the mathematical model of knowl
edge, characterized by the " total e l imination of the problem of repre
sentation " (Origin, 27) .  Drawi ng support from a work by Emile Meyerson, 
he is thinking generally of a scientific knowledge grafted onto the model 
of the exact sciences , a knowledge that believes it can bypass any hermeneu
tic and l inguistic cons ideration: 

Flawless coherence in scientific deduction is  not required i n  order that 
t ruth shall be represented in its unity and singularity;  and yet this very 
flawlessness is the only way in which the logic of the system is related 
ro the notion of truth . Such systemat ic completeness has no more i n  
common with truth than any other form of representation which at
tempts ro ascertain the truth i n  mere cognition apd cognitional patterns . 
The more scrupulously the theory of scient ific knowledge i nvestigates 
the vario us discipl ines, the more unm istakably their methodological 
i nconsistency is revealed . In each single scientific discipline new assump
tions are i ntroduced without any deductive basis, and in each discipline 
previous problems are declared solved as emphatically as the impossibi l
ity of solving them in any other contexr is asserted. (Origin, 3 3 ,  transla
tion modified) 

In contrast to this scientific fluidi ty, which corresponds to the very 
principle of modern fall ibi l i ty, Benjamin 's approach is characterized by the 
wish to solve ph ilosophical problems by abandoni ng the terrai n of control
lable knowledge-deductions , proofs,  and argumentation-and replacing 
i t  with a hermeneutics of"object ive interpretation" as a function of a l imited 
number  of idea-forms or monads , an i nterpretation he identifies with a 
" representation of truth. " 

This i nterpretation takes the form of a treatise, a medieval term that 
Benjami n  attempts to resurrect.  Faced with the impossibi l i ty of attain ing 
d octrine, true phi losophy i n  the sense Benjamin intends it i s  condemned to 
express i tself in  "the esoteric essay," "a propaedeutic ,  which can be desig
nated by the scholastic term treatise" (Origin, 28). Unable to possess 
doctrinal truth, it  seeks i ts only element of authori ty i n  quotation, through 
which the author refers to words whose s tatus is  more definit ive rhan his 
own. Quotation, which was Benjamin's theme i n  many of his d iscussions of 
Karl Kraus, or i n  the context of the "montage" of quotat ions that was to be 
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the book Paris Arcades, is one of the prototypes for a repetit ion of the origi n  
in language, a n  exercise in naming. , 

For Benjamin,  transcendental truth, beyond the grasp of  knowledge 
and i nconceivable without " theology," is thus the object not of proofs but 
of a " representation,"  that is, an apprehension and an exposition of meaning. 
As does the phenomenological tradition from Edmund Husserl to Heideg
ger and beyond 18 (to which Ben jamin in fact refers in "On the Program 6f 
the Coming Phi losophy" [8]), Benjamin l inks truth and meaning.  But for 
h im,  this meaning has an aesthetic value in the broad sense: The fact that, 
as Hegel said, truth must appear or must be represented instead of being 
di rectly known through the appropriation of an object j ustifies the privilege 
of aesthetic criticism as an approach to truth, as long as doctrine, true truth, 
is not accessible. In the absence of revelation and doctrine, the representation 
of truth through criticism is a makeshift solution, in an even more gran
di loquent sense than is the "crit ique" in Kant. It is on the near s ide of 
metaphysics, but as a makeshift solution it is superior to any system. 

Representation as method is a tireless but discontinuous return to "one 
single object" (Origin, 28): "Tirelessly the process of thinking makes new 
beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to its original object" (0rigin, 28)._ 
Adorno saw in this approach the fulfillment of promises that were not kept 
by phenomenology: total abandonment to the richness of experience, an 
unregulated experience of things. 19 Benjamin's thought is fascinating because 
i t  lacks sterile preliminary considerations, because it is able to analyze texts 
and phenomena concretely in order to draw out profound intuitions and a 
historical diagnosis : "Truth-content is only to be grasped through immersion 
in the most minute details of subject-matter" (Origin, 29) .  Like Nietzsche, 
Benjamin sets aside the "systematic" tradi tion of Western philosophy with a 
stroke of the pen, to return to a hidden tradition, in this case, that of the 
"esoteric essay. " Bur this subversive undertaking does not account for the 
legitimacy either of its own intuitions, which are insufficiently explained in 
the reference to a "primordial perception ," or of parallel undertakings founded 
on more explicit and more rational foundations. 

In  1 9 1 1 ,  in the introduction to his book Soul and Form, Georg Lukacs, 
who had also broken with neo-Kantian thought ,  presented a conception 
of the essay that is quite close to Benjamin 's . 20 What Benjamin calls 
"doctrine" Lukacs sti l l  calls "system, "  but the connotations are compara
ble: The essayist is John the Baptist ,  "who goes out to preach in the desert 
about another who is st i l l  to come, whose shoelace he is not worthy to 
untie .  "2 1 "System" therefore also has messianic connotations, which be
come even more obvious in Theory of the Novel ( 1 9 1 6) ,  in which Lukacs 
develops a philosophy of history that has many similari t ies to that of 
Benjamin .  For both thinkers , aesthetic criticism occupies a p rivileged 
place in philosophy. In this current born on the eve of and during World 



Ph i l o s ophy of l a ng u a g e  3 9  

War I ,  Nietzschean subversion i s  associated with a philosophy o f  history 
that is messianic in i ts i nspiration.  

A r t a n d  Tr u th 

Although Benjamin "dressed up" his phi losophy of language in�() 'L. �_hegry 
of ideas, t_h_e. _r_efer�nce _ro__Plato is still  not totally fortuitous . In  the biblical 
tradition, there is no d irect l ink between Adamic naming and the aesthetic 
sphere. In  contrast,  the theory of ideas had introduced the concept of the 
beautiful from i ts Platonic origin .  In Benjamin's thought,  the importance 
of the beautiful and of art is justified by the fact that doctrine is beyond 
reach : In every age, it is art alone that presents a "definitive" image of the 
world. In this case, philosophy is  a practice analogous to art. On the near 
s ide of revelat ion, it also "represents" truth in the medium of ideas . 
According to i ts precedents in Nietzsche and the romant ics of Jena, this 
analogy with art d istances the ph ilosopher from science and i ts concern for 
proofs and forges l inks to the art ist . 

I n  "On the Program of the Coming Philosophy, "  Benjamin had already 
underscored the fact that , for Kant,  any depth was to be l inked to the rigor 
of proofs .  He asserts in  Origin that 

the scientist arranges the world with a view to its dispersal in the realm 
of ideas, by d ividing it from within into concepts. He shares the 
philosopher's interest in the elimination of the merely empirical ;  while 
the art ist shares with the philosopher the task of representation. There 
has been a tendency to place the phi losopher roo close to the scient ist, 
and frequently the lesser kind of scientist; as if representation had 
nothing to do with the rask of the philosopher. (Origin, 32)22 

Fall i ng "far short of the d idactic authori ty of doctri ne" (Origin, 28) ,  
philosophical prose is characterized by i ts "sobriety" and recognizable i n  i ts 
"style" :  "The art of the interruption, in  contrast to the chain of deduct ion; 
the tenacity of the essay in  contrast to the s ingle gesture of the fragment; 
the repetition of themes in  contrast to shallow universalism; the fullness of 
concentrated posi tivity in  contrast to the negation of polemic" (Origin, 3 2) .  
Deduction and universalism are l inked to a "scienti fic" conception of 
philosophy. Benjamin's early rejection of polemical negativi ty and his  
opposition to the fragmentary gesture contrasts with his later views , often 
associated both with committed writ ing,  which he practiced during the 
1 930s, and with romantic fragmentism. 

Benjamin refers to Plato because in  h im he fi nds the l i nk between the 
true and the beautiful in rhe idea, which is constitutive of h is theory of art. 
For Benjam in,  as for Kant and as in German idealism, the beautiful is the 
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accessible face of a transcendent t ruth. Thus, art cri ticism is a privileged 
exercise in approaching truth. Benjamin draws two theses from the Banquet: 
"It  presents truth-the realm of i deas-as the essential content of beauty. 
[And} i t  declares t ruth to be beautiful" (Origin, 30) .  First, then, beauty is 
not independent of truth-something Benjamin had already underscored 
in "Goerhes Wahfverwandtschaften"-but , second, truth is not i ndependent 
ofbeauty either: "The beautiful remains an appearance, and thus vulnerable, 
as long as i t  freely admits to being so" (Origin, 3 1 ,  translation modified). 
Conversely, "this representational impulse in  truth is the refuge of beauty 
as such" (Origin, 3 1 ). 2 3  The fi rst assert ion provides aesthetic criticism with 
the criterion that tends to disappear with the romantics i n  favor of a religion 
of art;  the second renders the theory of art i nd ispensable to philosophy. v 

The world of ideas is fundamentally d iscontinuous . That is what i s  
revealed by the great art iculations of " logic, ethics ,  and aesthetics "  (Origin, 
3 3),  to which Benjamin had already laid claim in "On the Program of the 
Coming Philosophy. "  But that is also what characterizes d ifferent ideas 
themselves, which cannot be reduced to one another: " Ideas exist i n  i rre
ducible multipl icity. As an enumerated--or rather a denominated--mu l
tiplici ty, i deas are rendered up for contemplation" (Origin, 4 3). This quali 
tative plurality has consequences for the concept of truth.  I nstead of 
stemming from utterances open to cri ticism and reasoned proofs ,  truth for 
Benjamin becomes a "harmony of the spheres , "  a virtual relation between 
i rreducible signifying structures: "Every idea," he writes , "is a sun and i s  
related to other i deas just a s  suns are related to  each other. The rnusica l  
[tiinende] relationship between such beings is what constitutes truth" (Origin, 
3 7 ,  translation slightly modi fi ed).  

A musical relation is difficult to determine ;  what matters rnore i n  
Benjamin's view o f  truth i s  both that i t  i s  absolutely revelational , i nde
pendent of human knowledge, and that i t  depends on an i rreducible 
plural ity of idea-forms or "monads ,"  which present a complete vision of the 
world each time. Every " idea"-tragedy, tragic drama, story-presents a 
"part" of truth that has to be i ntegrated into an enumerable totali ty. For 
Benjamin,  the world of ideas is a disconti nuous set of individual "constel
lations" or "monads" that escape consciousness i n  the physico-mathematical  
sense and are revealed only to contemplat ion. That is what determines the 
function of concepts. 

Concepts have an intermed iary status between ideas and empiri cal  
phenomena. They divide phenomena into thei r elements, fol lowing an order 
prescribed to them through the contemplation of ideas : 

Phenomena do not, however, enter into the realm of ideas whole, in their 
crude empirical state, adulterated by appearances, but only in their basic 
elements, redeemed. They are divested of their false unity so that, thus 
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divided, they might partake of the genuine unity of truth. I n  this their 
division, phenomena are subordinate to concepts for it  is the latter which 
effect the resolution of objects into their constituent elements. Conceptual 
distinctions are above all suspicion of destructive sophistry only when their 
purpose is the salvation of phenomena in ideas, the Plaronic 'ta <pO:.tVJ.LE.Va 
crc:D<;Et v .  Through their mediating role concepts enable phenomena to 
participate i n  the existence of ideas. It is this same mediating role which 
fits them for the other equally basic task of phi losophy, the representation 
of ideas . . . .  For ideas are not represented in themselves, but solely and 
exclusively in an arrangement of concrete elements in the concept: as the 
configuration of those elements . (Origin, 34) 

4 1  

Since concepts have only an auxil iary function, Be.njamin confers the 
� ra.rus qf arch�typ�s on rh� g�<:!3:f __ .?J'ffib6llc srrucn-ires ··:·'"ldeas;·:� 

Ideas are to objects as constellat ions are to s tars . . . .  They are neither 
their concepts nor their laws. They do not contribute to the knowledge 
of phenomena . . . .  Ideas are timeless constel lations, and by virtue of the 
elemems' being seen as poi nts in such constellat ions , phenomena are 
subdivided and at the same time redeemed . (Origin, 34) 

These original ideas that Benjamin calls timeless constellations-the 
tripart i tion of philosophy and artistic forms such as tragedy or Trauerspiel
are not i ndependent of history. "Timelessness" and "history" are not contra
d ictory terms for Benjamin. That is why he can ask "whether the tragic i s  
a form which can be real ized at  a l l  a t  the  present r ime ,  or whether i t  is  not 
a historically l imited form " (Origin, 39) .  It  is this link between the time
lessness of ideas and the h istorici ty of forms that g ives meaning to the 
Benjaminian concept of origin: 

Origin [Urspr;mg] , although an entire ly h istorical category has ,  never
theless, nothing to do with genesis [Entstehung] . The term origi n  is not 
intended to describe the process by which the existent came i nto being, 
bur rather to describe that which emerges from the process of becoming 
and d isappearance . Origin is an eddy in the stream of becomi ng . . . .  
There takes place i n  every original phenomenon a determi nation of the 
form in which an i dea will constantly confront the historical world, unti l  
it  is revealed fulfilled , in the totality of i ts h istory. Origin is  not, 
therefore, d iscovered by the exam ination of actual fi ndings , but it is 
related to their h istory and their subseq uent development.  (Origin, 
4 5-46) 

Through the avatars of the idea, the origin is the s ign of history's 
authentici ty. The history of these ideas , even though it is determined by 
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their "essential being , "  is nonetheless not "pure h istory, but natural h i story. 
The l ife of the works and forms which need such protection i n  order to 
unfold dearly and unclouded by human l ife is a natural l ife"  (Origin, 47).24 

In  this context, as i n  "The Task of the Translator,"  "natural l ife" means the 
pure and simple life of phenomena that have not been delivered by the word; 
that l ife ,  where the "totality" of thei r hi story unfolds, must as a result be 
"consummated" by philosophy, in a sense that once more recalls Heger. 
Phi losophy brings together phenomena within the perspective of their 
messianic end . This total ity confers the character of "monad" on the idea 
(Origin, 47).  This concept of monad guarantees the permanence of Ben
jamin's speculative idealism up to his last text, "Theses on the Phi losophy 
of I-Ii story" (Illuminations, 263 ). More precisely, Benjamin applies the 
concept of " monad" only to "ideas" :  "The idea is a monad,"  we read i n  The 
Origin of German Tragic Drama, "the pre-stabi l ized representation of phe
nomena resides within it, as in their objective interpretation" (Origin, 47) .  
In his "Theses on the Philosophy of History, "  he will apply i t  to the object 
of h istory in general, inasmuch as i t  consti tutes a decis ive " idea, " an "origin" 
for the historian's present. 

The application of this method to h istorical real i ty i tself and not only 
to works of art is suggested even in the introduction to the Origin of German 
Tragic Drama: "The real world will constitute a task, in  the sense that i t  
would b e  a question of penetrating s o  deeply into everything real a s  t o  reveal 
thereby an objective interpretation of the world" (Origin, 48). To redeem 
the historical real i ty of an entire epoch by constructing this archetypal idea 
and revealing its value of "origin" for the present will  be the unbounded 
task of the Paris Arcades project. 

LAN G UA G E  AS MIM E TIC FA C UL T Y  

For Benjamin in this overtly theological period ,  language was characterized 
by its noninstrumentality; communication to God through the human 
faculty of naming;  the messianism inherent in the order of language, 
oriented toward a move beyond nature even in  the human order; the 
ontological character of truth, inaccessible to physico-mathematical knowl
edge; and the cognitive character of the beautiful . In  his  materialist period, 
Benjamin  reformulates his theory of language without resorting to theo
logical terminology, through the concept of mimesis: 

Nature creates s imilarities . One need only think of mimicry. The h ighest 
capaci ty for producing similarities ,  however, is man's .  H is gift of see ing 
resemblances is nothing other than a rud iment of the powerful compul
s ion in  former times to become and behave l ike something else. Perhaps 
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rhere is none of his h igher functions in which mimetic faculty does not 
play a decisive role. ("On the Mimetic Faculty, " in Reflectiom, 333) 
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Producing resemblances, mimesis, seems to be a faculty close to that 
of naming, whereas mimicry is merely another name for the language of 
natural objects. As he does with the power to name in the 1 9 1 6 essay, 
Benjamin envisions the mimetic faculty from the outside, as a manifestation 
of the species , not from the perspective of those practicing rnimesis for one 
another; that perspective would have seemed ro him to i nstrumental ize 
language. And , as in his first essay, Benjamin once more refuses to consider 
language as an "agreed system of signs " (Reflections, 334). But instead of 
resorting to the notion of a kinship between words and things by virtue of 
the ir  common C reator, Benjamin now i ntrod uces a t heory of the 
"onomatopoetic" origin of language. If he escapes the cri ticisms addressed 
to that conception of language,2 5  it is i nsofar as he uses the concept of a 
"nonsensuous sim ilarity" to give onomatopoeia-the sensuous imitation of 
one sound by another-a peculiar sense (Reflections, 3 34). 

It  is through this concept, a kind of "intellectual intuition," that he 
attempts to account for the changes that the mimetic fc'lculty has undergone 
throughout history: "The direction of this change seems determined by the 
increasing fragility of the mimetic faculty. For clearly the observable worid of 
modern man contains only minimal residues of the magical correspondences 
and analogies that were famil iar to ancient peoples" (Reflections, 3 34, transla
tion modified). Now, the change is no longer attributed to "original sin" ; 
instead of decay, Benjamin observes a transformation of the mimetic faculty. 
Astrology, the determi nation of the newborn by a constellation, provides the 
first example of a "nonsensuous similarity";  but ,  following a schema already 
developed in "On Language as Such," the principal "canon" for it is language: 
"For if words meaning rhe same thing in different languages are arranged 
about that thing as their center, we have to inquire how they all--whi le often 
possessing not the slightest sirni lari ty to one another-are sirni lar to what 
they signify at their center" (Reflections, 3 3 5) . What is here wrongly termed a 
similarity-because Benjamin continues to think that the relation between 
languages reflects a messianic end of history-is in f.:'lct a relation of denota
tion.26 Benjamin's theory of language remains unilateral because he needs ir  
to ground his work as a cri tic and historian. 

Even in his material ist period, Benjamin gives a mystical sense of 
resemblance and correspondence to any signifying relation. Bur what i nterests 
him in this text on the mimetic faculty is the correspondence between script 
and the memory of semantic content: 

Graphology has taught us to recogn i ze in handwri t ing images that the 
unconscious of the writer conceals i n  i t .  It  may be supposed that  the 
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m imetic process that expresses itself in  this way in the activity of the 
writer was, in the very d istant t imes in  which script originated,  of 
utmost importance for writ ing . Script has thus become, l ike language, 
an archive of nonsensuous s imilarit ies ,  of nonsensuous correspon
dences. (Reflections, 3 3 5 )  

B enjamin i magines an  analogy between the unconscious , which i s  revealed� 
i n  graphology, and an archaic mimicry of humanity that has passed i nto 
writ ing. Like the graphologist (he was one, by the way) Benjamin thinks 
he can detect in writing in  general a relation of signification that virtually 
accompanies the semiotic aspect of language, from which it is not i nde
pendent: "The mimetic element in  language can, l ike a flame, manifest itself 
only through a kind of bearer. This bearer is the semiotic element .  Thus the 
coherence of words or sentences i s  the bearer through which, l ike a flash ,  
similarity appears" (Reflections, 3 3 5 ) .  In th is  context ,  s imilarity is the 
relation of an unconsc ious meaning to an expl icit meaning;  this  unconscious 
meaning is revealed inst�nta�eously, and, acc�rdin? :o Benj�min 's thea�� 
of knowledge, m ust be setzed tn  a flash, at the nsk of dtsappeanng forever. ; 
Benjamin  practices this type of indirect reading first  of all on works of a'rt 
and then on history. 

In his  philosophy of language, Benjamin privi leges t he aspects of 
language that reveal i ndirect meaning, detached from communication. He 
considers nei ther expressive intentions, nor the semantic d imension (the 
representation of states of th ings), nor the functions of appeal ( intersubjec
tive relations), to mention the three aspects identified by Karl Biihler.28 

Despite his touted materialism, he is not interested in any pragmatic 
function of language even though it  may establish social ties; these func
tions ,  i n  his view, are attached to a narrowly instrumental conception of 
language. Here again, what matters to him is the noninstrumental dimen
sion of language, i rs faculty of revelation, i ts burden of mernory, its quality 
of conveying the original powers of the human mind, all of which are related 
to the transmission of symbols . Hence he concludes his 1 93 5 comment on 
the theories of language with a quotation from Kurt Goldstein ,  which he 
turns to his  own account: "As soon as man uses language to establish a l iving 
relation with himself or h is peers, language is no longer an instrument, i t  
i s  no  longer a means; i t  i s  a manifestation, a revelation of  our most intimate 
essence and of the psychological link that connects us to ourselves and to 
our peers" (Quoted in G.S. ,  3 :480). 

In "The Work of Art in the Age ofMechanical Reproduction," in  which 
he focuses on the addressee, who was set aside in his early writ ings on art, 
Benjamin seems to be breaking with his conception of language as an 
absolute expression of a "communication with God."  But has he in fact done 
anything but reverse the relation between language and i ts addressee? In 



Ph i l o s op hy of L a ng u ag e  4 5  

Benjam in 's early work, language communicated i tself t o  God, i ts t rue 
receiver; i n  "The Work of Art ,"  the profane receiver is God--he makes of 
the work, which is no longer sacred and no longer carries any absolute 
imperative, whatever he l ikes. This inversion is possible only because 
Benjamin does not have access to a concept that is solid enough to anchor. 
the work of art " horizontally" in a relationship of recognition:- - ------ - , 

In language as in art , he-gives--prece�:fence-ro-ft1rici1ons -6f expression 
that are i rreducible to any expressive intention whatever, by emphasizing 
two aspects : the expression of the nature of man i nasmuch as he  is the being 
that names; and archaic,  unconscious expression, through which des ires, 
utopias, experiences ,  and the hidden meanings of humanity are revealed. 
Since the defini tive doctrine is i naccessible, it is fi rst  the relationship 
between the crit ic or the translator and the work of art, then the relationship 
between the historian and the symptorns of an epoch , that become the prime 
sites of revelation, where the human faculty of naming is  recognized and 
raised to a higher level .  

Benjamin does not account for the fact that the suspension of the 
pragmatic functions of language in art and in revelation does not suspend 
every contract with a receiving subject . When he wri tes , in "The Task of the 
Translator," that no poem is addressed to a reader, he merely underscores the 
suspension of pragmatic communication, not the fact that another relation is 
instituted-one that is reflective and subject to constraints of coherence and 
pertinence. In this new relationship the work of art nonetheless depends on a 
receptive pole of communication, a pole whose imperatives are felt within the 
creation i tself. Benjamin has carved out a theory of language to fit the task of 
critic that he has assigned h imself. But in suspending the " instrumental" 
functions oflanguage, he does not target a pure and s imple immanence of the 
l inguistic or artistic form . .  He attaches that forrn to a symbolic  history in  which 
the destiny of humanity is played out. 

In  the same way, he refuses to reduce criticism to an activity on the purely 
aesthetic plane; i t  intervenes in a process that it is art's function to reveal : 

] ust as Benedetto Croce opened the way for the concrete and singular 
work of art by destroying the doctrine of art forms ,  all my efforts have 
until now tended to forge a path toward the work of art by destroying 
the doctrine of art as a specific domain .  Their shared programmatic 
intention is to  stimulate the process of the integrat ion of science that 
more and more makes the rigid cloistering of d isciplines-characteristic 
of the concept of science in the last century-fall away, through an 
analysis of the work of art that recognizes it as a complete expression of 
religious ,  metaphysical, pol itical, and economic tendencies of an age, an 
analysis that cannot be reduced in any of i ts aspects to the notion of 
domain .  ("Curriculum vitae" [3] ,  3 1 )  
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When he wrote this text, Benjamin had already entered his material ist 
phase, and theological themes had moved to the background. The religious 
framework of his phi losophy of language, the l inking of the creati ng Word 
to the poetic word , the symbolist conception of an exclusion of any 
consideration of the receiver of the work, had all al lowed him to preserve 
aesthetic autonomy to a great extent .  Beginning with Einbahnstrasse, the 
sociological  context of the li terary and ideological "battle" makes the 
autonomy of the work of art more vulnerable . In  all  the great philosophical 
aesthetics, art tends to transcend rhe definitions that wish to assign it a 
particular domain. There is a peculiar difficulty i n  keeping t he aesthetic 
sphere closed upon i tself. Through i ts cognitive, ethical, pol i tical, and other 
s takes, art a lways refers to all dimensions of l ife. I ts i mperatives are specific 
and stem from a logic that solicits a different  attention from that c laimed 
by other types of phenomena, but the meaning of an important work of art 
is  never purely aesthetic . Our reading of Benjamin's writings on  art will  show 
how the undeniable force of his criticism is  due to the systernatic founda
t ions of his thought and to the way he succeeds in  respect ing aesthetic logic 
even whi le aim ing toward a transcendent function for art in the historical  
process . 
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* 

Theory of A rt 

Aesthetic criticism as Benjamin conceived i t  i n  his early works i s  subor
d inated to the framework defined by his philosophy of language. It i nter
venes in  the "natural" process of the afterlives of works by rais ing their thing 
language to a higher, purer, and more definitive language i n  order to bring 
it closer to doctrine or to true ph ilosophy. Bur above all ,  criticism i s  the 
principal raison d 'etre for a phi losophy oflanguage that was never developed 
as such outside a few elementary theses . For Benjarn in, the language of art 
relates most authentically to truth, inasmuch as it preserves the human 
faculty of naming in the historical stage following the Fall ,  which led to the 
spl itting of the name into image and abstract meaning .  That is why, as an 
art theorist, he is always dependent on "contemporary" art; he is  thus led to 
adapt his theory to the tendencies that seem the most authentic to him at 
every stage :  His Holderl in  or baroque period is  fol lowed by a series of 
theoretic passions for avant-garde movements or authors (for surrealism; for 
Marcel Proust, Karl Kraus , Franz Kafka, or Bertolt Brecht), which consti
tute unstable moments within his second phase. The avant-garde phase 
finds its definitive formulation in "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechani
cal Reproduction. " During this phase, a poli tical theory and then a philoso
phy of history progressively replace his philosophy of language as the 
underpinning ofhis aesthetics . Benjamin's last text, "Theses on the Philoso
phy of H istory," is the epistemological equivalent of his early essay on 
language for his work during the third phase-that is ,  for Paris Arcades and 
the writ ings on Baudelaire .  

Despi te h i s  reflections on the  mimetic faculty, Benjamin's philosophy 
of language is  primari ly l inked to his theological period, whereas his  
philosophy of history in essence belongs only to his last period. I n  contrast, 
Benjamin's theory of art has three qui te clearly d ifferent iated periods. The 
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aesthet ics of t he sublime, the first  period, i s  governed/by the messianic 
disenchantment of the beautiful  appearance ( 1 9 1 4-1 924). This is followed 
by the second period, a pol i tical aesthetics of revolutionary i ntervention i n  
society. I t  aims both a t  reconstituting human forces i nto a lucid i ntoxication, 
a total presence of mind, and at compensating for the decl ine or sacrifice of 
the aura, or even of art in the tradit ional sense 0 925-1935 ). The third 
period evaluates the i rremediable loss without compensation of the auratic� 
element,  which is l inked to language as revelation, and insists on the vital 
importance of memory in the context of a disenchanted modernity ( 1 936-
1 940). 

Throughout these three orientations, Benjamin continually osci l lates 
on the fundamental quest ion of post-Kantian aesthetics : How do we define 
the criterion allowing us to state accurately that a work of art is successful,  
that i t  is "beautiful," which is not the same thing as s imply saying we l ike 
i t ?  Beginning with German ideal ism,  "truth" is one of the classic responses 
to that quest ion. It has the d isadvantage of confusing the general question 
of truth,  to which art supposedly offers privi leged access, and the question 
of the validity of art . In  Benjamin's first period, aesthetic validity is 
i ndist inguishable from the revelation of theological truth communicated 
' ' to God" by the artist; in the second, it is subordinated to poli tical t ruth; 
which is communicated to receivers concerned with revolution; in the thi rd 
and last period, i t  is viewed through the imperatives of the modern work 
of art, a message in a bottle thrown into the sea that is addressed neither to 
God nor to receivers . 

* 

1 .  A es th e ti c s  of th e f/u b lim e 
The phi losophy of language has to seek i ts proofs i n  art theory. Although, 
for Benjamin,  art is a manifestation of the human power of naming-or of 
revealing through language the true nature of  t hings and beings-it does 
not present the name in i ts pure form, drawn from the language of things . 
Criticism and translation have the task of rais ing the name to a purer and 
more definitive language. 

We will  not concern ourselves here wi th retracing the young philoso
pher's beginnings in the Free Student Movement, which he broke with when 
i ts leaders' nationalistic spirit burst forth with World War I. We need only 
say that the essays on Holderl in  and on Fyodor Dostoyevsky's The Idiot, as 
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well a s  the essay "On Language as Such" and the book Der Begrilf der 
Kunstkritik in der deutschen Rmnantik, are part of a process of reflection that , 
i n  mourning the Free Student Movement, attempts to reconstitute the 
universal foundations of thought in the face of a current of thought that was 
drawing on the same sources, a current that had, however, sunk into 
pan-Germanic ideology. In 1 939- 1 940,  when Benjamin laid claim ro 
theological concepts in response to the party Marx ism of the time, it was 
wi th exactly the same goal of reclaiming a universal normative foundation 
that seemed to him to have been betrayed by the "p!"_�gressivist" thinking 
of the age. 

fiNDER THE SI GN O F  llO L D ER L IN 

Like his philosophy of language, Benjamin's aesthetic approach is part of 
the trad i tion of Kant's Critique of ]11dgment, especial ly as i t  was read by the 
romantics of Jena. Accordi ng to this read ing, the work of art is  the 
passageway that al lows us to transgress the metaphysical prohibi tions 
imposed by cri tical thought .  The poet was thus endowed with the meaning 
and the destiny of culture as a whole. This is how Holderli n  saw h is task.  
"Zwei Gedichte von Friedrich Holderl in" (Two poems by Friedrich Holder
l in ;  1 9 14-1 9 1 5 ) is the first  essay in which Benjamin,  even before formu
lating his theory oflanguage, presents both his phi losophy of art-of poetry 
i n  particular-and his method of "aesthetic commentary" (G.S. , 2 : 1  05) .  
This  method is nei ther phi lological nor biographical ;  nor is i t  concerned 
with an author's "vision of the world . "  It is a kind of extremely rigorous 
" immanent reading"  following the principles inheri ted from the aesthetics 
of early German romanticism.  What matters is the "internal form" of the 
poem, "what Goethe defined as i ts content [Gehalt]" (G.S. , 2 : 1 05 ). At first 
glance, this "content"--which will soon become "truth content"--is diffi-· 
cult to distinguish from a "vision of the world" ;  Benjamin speaks of "the 
structure, which can be grasped intui tively by the mind, of the world to 
which the poem is  the witness" (G.S. , 2 : 1 05) .  But what separates that 
structure from a vision proper to one creator or another is an obj ective 
imperative that is inherent to i t  and that Benjamin calls the poet's "task" :  
"This task is  i nferred from the poem i tself. We need to understand i t  as the 
presupposi tion of poetry, as the structure, which can be grasped i ntuitively 
by the mind,  of the world to which the poem is the witness . That task, that 
presupposition, is what we understand as the ultimate foundation an 
analysis can reach" (G.S. , 2 : 1 05) .  

Through this " task, '' Benjamin seeks to define the criterion for an 
immanent analysis toward which his aesthetic is oriented . In the name of a 
grandiloguent concept of t ruth, he isolates the particular "sphere" of every 
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poem and designates i t  the "poetized" (das Gedichtete) ,  that which has found 
objective form in a poem: "In it the proper domain that contains truth and 
poetry is revealed. This ' trurh, '  which the most serious wri ters rightly and 
i ns istently attributed to their  creation, we understand as the objectified 
form [Gegenstiindlichkeit] of their creative act, the completed realization of 
any artistic task" (G.S. , 2 : 105) .  Benjamin places "truth" i n  quotat ion marks ,  
suggest ing a metaphorical use of  the term; for reasons already i ndicated, 
however, he sees it as the most authentic form of truth given to us.  

Like Novalis, whom Benjamin will again cite in  Der Begriff der 
Kunstkritik (" 'Every work of art possesses in  i tself an a priori ideal, a 
necessi ty for its presence' "), he struggles with a d ifficulty characteristic of 
post-Kantian aesthetics: that of defining an imperative or a mode of 
necessity that is proper to the work of art and that is not to be confused with 
the truth imperat ive in  the narrow sense. How does a work of art i mpose 
i tself on us, how does it legit imately demand our recognition? Benjamin  
attempts to  wrench art from the arbitrariness of  subjective expression by 
d iscovering in i t  a rigorous law. To do this, he has to reconstruct the poem's 
ideal and thus "bracket certain determinations to shed light on the i nternal 
relationships, the functional uni ty of the other elements" (G.S. , 2 : 106). 

This consists in giving to a l iving configuration the necessi ty of a 

natural law. Like the German romantics, Benjamin seeks to grasp that 
necessity through the term "myth," the equivalent  of the poetized . For a 
work of  art to exist, l ife, which is only the poem's "foundation," must be 
transposed to a level of coherence and greatness that is equal to that of the 
elements that consti tute the criteria for i ts evaluation. The "myth" invoked 
by Benjamin could be a styling in the "poetized"-that is ,  in the philo
sophically decipherable content of the poem-of a real l ife, an exemplary 
l ife j udged in terms of i ts specific historical and i ndividual conditions. 
"Myth"  is  opposed to "mythology" as the coherence of the form i tself is 
opposed to a borrowed coherence that remains at the level of the s ubject 
matter. In his analysis of two poems by fiolderlin ,  1 Benjarr1 in  rnakes an 
effort to show precisely how the poet moves from a "mythological" vers ion, 
marked by references to Greek mythology, to a "mythic" version, in which 
he elaborates his own myth, his own poetic coherence: "The dependence on 
mythology is  superseded by the cohesion of the myth itse'rf' (G.S. , 2 : 1 14) .  

The task of  cri ticism is to  show the intensity of  the realized coherence 
and through it the necessity of the work of art . Following this method, "the 
judgment we bring to lyric poetry must be, if not proven, at least well
founded" (G.S. , 2 : 1 08) .  Abandoning the rigor ofscientific proofi n aesthetic 
cri ticism, Benjamin nevertheless seeks to establish the bases on which an 
aesthetic judgment can be grounded. In Einbahnstrasse, he speaks of "what 
we rightly call beautiful"  (G.S. , 4 : 1 1 6) .  Contrary to what Kantian aesthetics 
seems to indicate, the act of call ing a work of art beautiful ,  according to 
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Benjamin, can be j u,..t::ified .  Inasmuch as Benjamin's cri t ical activity rel ies 
on this principle, which he formulated in his very fi rst essay, i t  would be 
interest ing to follow i ts development throughout h is oeuvre and to see how 
his work as a cri tic draws i ts force from this idea. 

"What we rightly call beautiful" cannot owe i ts  val idity to anything 
other than aesthetics , for example, it cannot be beholden to a truth that could 
be formulated just as well or better in theoretical terms . That i s  why 

'·/Benjamin encloses " truth" in quotation marks . "Only since romanticism,"  
he wri tes in  a 1 9 1 8  letter to Scholem, 

has the following view become predominant: that a work of art in and of 
i tself, and without reference to theory or morality, can be understood i n  
contemplation alone, and that the person contemplating i t  can d o  i t  
j ustice. The relative autonomy of  the work of  art vis-a-vis art, o r  better, 
i ts exclusively transcendental dependence on art , has become the prereq
uisite of romantic art criticism. I would undertake to prove that, in this 
regard, Kant's aesthetics constitute the underlying premise of romantic 
art criticism. (Correspondence, 1 1 9) 

The goal , then, would be to confer the rigor of a transcendental foundation 
in Kant's sense on an aes thetics centered nor on the concept of taste bur on 
that of the work of art. 

The choice of Holder! in  in this context is not gratui tous , i nasmuch 
as , in  h i s  theoretical wri t ings and his poetry, he conducted one of the most 
r igo rous reflections on the consequences of the Kantian aesthetic .  At the 
same rime, this choice i s  sympromati� of the orientation Benjamin  
considers most valuable among the pos(:..Kantian thinkers . The figure of 
Holderl i n  wi l l  predominate in both "The Task of the Translator" and the 
essay on Goethe's Elective Affinities. Holderl in ,  l ike Nietzsche later and to 
some extent l ike Benjamin h imself, embraced the notion of the beaut iful 
in Kant 's Critique of Judgment-as the sens ible s ign of the Idea or as an 
absolute, i naccessible to rational knowledge-as h is personal dest i ny, 
which led h im to defy death and madness. Through his "genius, "  the poet 
i s  charged with giving form to an ul timate meaning .  In the end , God 
h imself must "serve the song" (G.S. ,  2 : 1 2 1 ) . In that way, the i mmanence 
of  form and the " truth" of the work of art coincide, precisely because the 
poet 's ambi tion is phi losophical . He is  the hero of the world insofar as he 
guarantees i ts uni ty :  

The most in timate ident i ty between the poet and the  world, a'1  identity 
from which all identities between the intui tive and the mental flow into 
that poetry, such is the foundat ion where the singularized form is again 
abolished in rhe spat io-temporal order, where i r  is suppressed as if 
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formless, omniform, process and presence, temporal plasticity and spatial 
development. In death, which is its universe, all known relations are 
united . (G.S. , 2: 1 24) 

This i s  a death that the poet-like Empedocles-accepts, as the hero of 
humanity. 

This suppress ion of form, of the l imit ,  is interpreted-as in the essay 
on Goethe ,  which evokes the "caesura" of tragedy2-as the i rruption of the 
" inexpressive" or of infinity, concepts belonging to "Eastern" thought,  
perhaps to Judaism as Benjamin conceives i t: "It is the Eastern and mystical 
principle that transcends borders" and that always "abolishes the G-reek_j_ 
prins�ple -�_fs�EY��l:!r��jQ11" (G.S. , 2: 1 24). The essay on I-HHderlin alre-ady , 
refers to this ''caesura. " Referring to li nes that evoke the poet who "brings" 
a god, Benjamin wri tes : "The i ns istent caesura of these l ines shows the 
d istance the poet has to maintain from any form and from the world , 
i nasmuch as he is i ts unity" (G.S. , 2 : 1 25). As the uni ty of the world for 
which he cont inual ly crucifies himself, the poet is separated from i t ,  and 
this separation is symbolized by his exemplary death. This caesura is the 
mark of the "holy sobriety" the poet lays claim to in the name of a break 
with the principle of pagan immanence. 

Benjamin thus places his aesthetics under the sign of the sublime. 
Sobriety 

stands in  the sublime beyond any elevation . Is this still the Hellenist 
l ife? It is so no more than the l ife of a pure work of art can ever be that 
of a people, no more than it can be that of an individual or anything else 
bur that element in i tself r.hat we find in  the poet ized . That l ife is figured 
in the forms of Greek myth , but--and this is decis ive--not only in i ts 
forms;  in fact, in the last vers ion , the Greek element is abolished and 
cedes its place to another, the one called . . .  the Eastern element. (G.S. , 

2 : 1 25-1 26) 

For Benjamin,  Judaism 's or monotheism's sublime represents the 
antidote par excellence to myth or to any particularist or national ideology. 
The essay on romantic aesthetics attempts to make explicit the philosophi
cal  background for an art founded on this  principle. 

THE R OMA N TIC M O D EL 

The l ink between the early Benjamin's philosophy of language and his 
i nquiry on Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der de11tschen Romantik is assured by 
the fact that the phi losophy of language is i tself i nspired by romant ic 
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speculations. And Holderlin 's poetics plays a determining role in  both 
Benjamin 's t heory of language and translation and his theory of literature . 

"Reflection,"  the central concept ofBenjamin 's first book, seems at first 
to move away from-the-cenr·r·arpr�occ-upati Q���fh-i� philo�9p-hy-;flanguage, 
bur i t  very quickly leads back to it .  As Benjamin develops rh_e-·c-oncepr,·T� 
has a threefold meaning:  the philosophical concept of reflection as i t  i s  
developed by Johann Gottlieb Fichte and reinterpreted by the romantics ;  
the aesthetic concept of reflection as a principle of romantic crit icism; and 
the artistic concept of reflection in the sense of a prosaic sobriety opposed to 
creative ecstasy, especially in Holderl in .  Finally, in an appendix, Benjamin  
envisions the l imits of  romantic cri ticism founded on  the concept of  
reflection by  introducing the Goethean idea of  the archetypal content of art , 
from which he draws his concept of tr!tth content. 

Th e Ph i l o s op h i c a l  Fo u n da ti o n s  

The theme of Der Begrifl der Kunstkritik was developed through a rather long 
process. Following his ·�on the Program for the Coming Phi losophy," Ben
jamin considered wri ting a study entitled "Kant and History. " When he was 
unable to find enough material in Kant's works , he abandoned that topic. l-Ie 
then envisioned an essay relating the notion of the "eternal task" in Kant to 
the problematic of "messianism,"  which was his  central preoccupation: what 
characterized romanticism in Kantian terms was that " it abandoned the idea 
of a perfect humanity whose ideal would find its real ization in the infinite. At 
present, the preference is given to a 'Kingdom of God' that is called for i n  
earthly time" (G.S. , 1 : 1 2  n. 3).3  We already find the rejection of  the notion of 
a continuous "progress" and the imperative for an instantaneous transforma
tion of the world , two ideas that wi ll dominate throughout Benjamin's oeuvre, 
right through the "Theses on the Phi losophy of History. " From such a 
perspective, the work of art occupies a central place as the model for an 
immediate real ization of the "eternal task . "  In the works of Kant h imself, the 
work of art, under the name of the beautiful, is the symbolic anticipation of 
that perfect humanity that, as the reign of ends, is still to be real ized through 
an infinite process of approximation. Kant had already given the quasi-onto
logical status of reflection to the sign that nature offers-in the form of the 
beautiful-to our subjective cognitive faculties . In thus privileging the 
beautiful, a privilege that is transferred to art, Benjamin  rediscovers his own 
idea that the artist conserves a part of the power of naming inherent in human 
language. Concerning himself only with "absolute" t ruth, he brackets the 
entire Kantian theory of knowledge, which was elaborated to ground science 
and its concept of objective truth . 

The philosophical foundations of romantic aesthetics are rhus quite 
remote from an ontological ph ilosophy of language. They have their source 
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i n  the theory of self-consciousness developed by German ideal i sm:  
"Thought reflects itself in self-consciousness-that is the fundamental fact 
from which all of Friedrich Schlegel's ,  and also, for the most part, Navalis 's ,  
gnoseological considerations s tem. The relation of thought to i tself as  i t  i s  
presented in reflection is seen as  the closest relation of thinking in  general, 
and all the others are only extensions of i t"  (G.S. , 1 :  1 8) . For Kant, that 
proximity of thought to itself in reflection-a theme developed in Cartesian
i sm-poses the problem, first, of the concrete sensible, which thought has 
to integrate, and second, of the thing in  itself, which i t  cannot know totally. 
Reflective thought faces the pitfall of "intuition": the finitude of human 
experience excludes " intellectual intuition ."  The romantics , however, did 
not accept Kant's resignation: 

In  the reflective nature of thought, the romantics saw an even greater 
guarantee of irs intuitive character. As soon as, through Kant . . .  the 
h istory of ph ilosophy had affirmed the possibil ity of having an i ntellec
tual intuition, and at the same time, i ts impossibil ity in the field of 
experience, we see multiple manifestat ions of an almost feverish effort to 
restore this concept to phi losophy, as the guarantee of i ts h ighest claims. 
This effort came first from Fichte, Schlegel , Navalis, and Schell ing .  
(G.S. , 1 : 1 9) 

In Fichte's Doctt·ine of Science, reflective thought and immediate, intui
tive knowledge are given through each other: In  thought, we i ntuitively 
and immediately reach the thought content. Benjamin wri tes that " the 
immediate consciousness of thought is identical to self-consciousness. 
Because of its immediacy we call it an intuition. In this self-consciousness 
where intuition and thought ,  subject and object, coincide, reflection is 
fixed, captured , and, though not annihi lated, stripped of i ts boundlessness·: 
(G.S. , 1 :25) .  The identity of subject and object in thought would leave the 
world unthought, were it not the world itself that was thinking i tself when 
we think: 

The romantics begin with the simple act of thinking oneself as a 
phenomenon; that is proper to everything because everything is Itself 
[ein Selbst] . For Fichte, the Itself fal ls only to the Self [das lch} . . . .  For 
Fichte, consciousness is the "Self," for the romantics it  is I tself; or, i n  
other words: i n  Fichte reflection relates to the Self, i n  the romantics only 
to thinking .  (G.S. , 1 : 29) 

Benjamin has rediscovered an equivalent to his phi losophy oflanguage: 
G·eneralized reflection-"everything is Itself'-corresponds to the " lan
guage of things" "translated" by human language. Any objective knowledge 
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i s  "subordi nated" t o  rhe object's self-knowledge; i t  i s  in  this sense that 
_ _:_'_Navalis writes: "perCeJ?_�ibil i ry is a kind of attenrivei_1ess,:: a formul� that 

: -:Benjamin will again recall i n  1 939, with refe-rence toBaud-elair-�a� correspon
cktnces, as the experience of the aura (Illuminations, 1 88) .  The- same mystical 

, conception is expressed in the romantic form of a ' 'rp�qiJJJD_Q[refle_c.tion" 
and in the B enjarninian form oflanguage as a "mediufi_l_Qf�ommunication . "  
In  both cases, there is an  "expression" witho-ut- �ddressee, an  absolute 
readabi li ty of the world. 

As he i ndicates in "On the Program of the Corning Philosophy, "  
B enjamin  shares with the romantics the goal of  a phi losophy that no  longer 
seeks to justify the approach of modern science; he aims at a much wider 
"experience"  than that defined by Kant and Fichte: "What can be drawn 
from the Doctrine of Science is nothing but the image of the world of positive 
science . Yet the romantics, thanks to thei r method, entirely d issolve that 
image of the world into the absolute; and , in the absolute, what they are 
seeking is a content other than that of science" (G.S. , 1 :3 3-34) . Jhrough 
reflection , the absolute reaches a higher "power, " i nasmuch as it returns to 
i ts own origin :  .. It is only with reflection that the thinking about which 
there is '  reflection arises" (G.S. , 1 : 39). In fact, within the context of 
transcendentaL---itlealism, any reality i ndependent of thought is only the 
reification of an original reflective act .  Insofar as it attributes the true power 
of creat ing the world to language, Benjamin 's phi losophy of language 
remains a variant of this kind of idealism. 

For Fichte ,  the central point  of reflect ion, the absolute, is the Self. 
As does Kant ,  Fichte seeks a guarantee, a certainty upon which to base 
both the posit ive knowledge of science and the relation to others-moral 
and j uridical recogni tion. In contrast ,  according to Benjamin ,  " in  the 
sense that early romanticism understands it, the center of reflection is  art , 
not the Self' (G.S. , 1 : 39). Whereas Fichte interprets the Kantian theory 
of knowledge as based on the Critique of Practical Reason, in  other words ,  
on acts and not on the theoretical relation to the world , the romantics 
immed iately interpret i t  as based on the Critique of Judgment, that i s ,  on 
a nature reflected in the beautiful,  which is  send ing signals to man . 
Furthermore , the romantics bracket Kant's " reflective judgment," which 
prevai ls over the beautiful .  What disappears i n  the romantic " reflection" 
on  art i s  the "as i f' of Kant ian reflection: "Nature is  represented by means 
of this concept as if an understandin.F contained the ground of the uni ty 
of the variety of i ts empirical laws. ,. Romantic reflection is mystical; on 
the one hand , i t  is an ontological process ; on the other, through reflection 
on that reflection , i t  claims to attai n absolute truth . I t  is therefore no 
longer necessary to elaborate a theory of knowledge for the natural 
sciences, s ince "all knowledge is the self-knowledge of a thi nking being ,  
which does nor  have to  be a Self. . . .  For  the  romantics ,  there exists no 
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non-Self from the viewpoint of the absolute, no nature i n  the sense of  a 
being that would not become Itself' (G.S. , 1 : 5 5 ) .  Romantic nature i s  
brother to  humani ty, and art i s  the reflection of that nature on  i tself, with 
no abyss separating these two universes . Except for i ts reservations about 
the l imits of human knowledge, that i s  what t he i mplic it  metaphysics of 
the Ct·itique of judgment virtually suggests . "A Self- less reflection, "  writes 
Benjamin  of the romantics ,  " i s  a reflection in the absolute of art" (G.S. ,  

f 1 :40). This reflection with in  the medium o f  art i s  none other than 
\ ----·- - ·· - - ·- . .  . - - · - -· - ·  .. . .. .. - - -\ _'-ae�the.� ic _cri{ic)s?.'z _�_s _ t�_� _rom�ntic� _�gnc;�ive i t .  

\ 
. 

- - Reinvested with a magical significance following Kant's cnttques, 
"criticism," according to the philosophy of the romantics as Benjamin 
explains i t ,  is i tself a mystical concept ,  "an  exemplary case of mystical 
terminology" (G.S. , 1 : 5 0). According to Benjamin ,  Friedrich Schlegel 's 
approach to criticism, ignoring the gap that separates human consciousness 
from the absolute in Kantian criticism , was not a systematic conception of 
the absolute but, rather, an absolutist conception of systern (G.S. , 1 :45)
through the practice of the fragment and , even more, through terminology. 
I t  sought to reduce all thought to a witticism (Witz), "an attempt to name · 
the system with a name, that is ,  to seize i t  in an individual , mystical 
concept" (G.S. , 1 :48-49). Benjamin recognizes this as rr1ystical thinking 
about langttage, which is nevertheless d ifferent from his  own, s ince he 
respects the Kantian idea of a l imit  imposed on our faculty of naming. 
Although romanticism is " the last  movement that kept trad i tion alive one 
more time" (Correspondence, 89), " its efforts (were] premature for that age 
and sphere , "  "the insanely orgiastic disclosure of all secret sources of the 
t rad i tion that was to overflow without deviation i nto all of humani ty" 
(Correspondence, 89). 

In this context ,  "cri tici sm"  does not s ignify an atti tude of mere 
evaluation. Above al l ,  i n  matters of aesthetics, this approach means that 
the cri t ic abandons his posi tion as the " judge" of works of art who issues 
h i s  sentences in the name of preconceived ideas , "whether wri tten or 
tac i t . "  At the same time, the romantics of Jena rej ected the i rrational 
genius of the preromantics of Sturm 11nd Orang and sought to establ ish
between the dogmatism of the one and the skeptic ism of the other-a 
"critical" posi tion for aesthetic theory (G.S. 1 1 : 5 2-5 3) .  Nonetheless , with 
a few reservations, "the modern concept of cri ticism has developed from 
the romantic concept"  (Correspondence, 1 36) of an " immanent"  crit ic ism 
that, through reflection, d raws out the internal potent ial i t ies of a work. 
W hat is  m iss ing from this conception is a cri terion of " truth" i nherent in  
a work 's content .  That i s  why Benjami n  complements his  analysis of the 
romantic concept of criticism wi th an i nsight into the Goethean concep
tion of cri t icism , which imposes a l imit  to the " insanely orgiast ic"  
speculation of the romantics. 



1 .  A es th e t i cs of th e S u b l i m e  5 7  

Th e o ry of Cri t ic ism 

Since, i n  reflection, knowledge i s  at bottom the object 's sel f-knowledge, 
cri ticism for the romantics is the work of art 's own knowledge of i tself. 
Knowledge is therefore only an intensification, " the potenrial izarion of the 
reflection" inherent in  the object (G.S. , 1 :57 n.) . According to the roman
tics, however, unl ike nature's knowledge, cri t icism is the work 's judgment of 
i tself. The work of art j udges i tself through irs own immanent cri teria. 
Nonetheless, Benjamin adds that 

i t  is  clear that that self-ju�g_rnent in  reflection can only improperly be 
called j udgment .  Fo.r inTr the necessary moment of any j udgment, the 
negative moment, is in  a stare of complete dis integration. Cerr�inly, w ith 
every reflection, the mind rises above al l the previous degrees of reflec-:
tion, and in doing so, negates them-that is precisely wha(gi;�; 
reflecrion i ts cri tical colo_fa�i-gn fiom i}le- Ourser�hu-t--rhe_p_osTrive-mo-

. ment in this intens ification of consciousness domi nates by far i ts negative 
moment. (G.S. , 1 :66) 

This is  what disti nguishes the romantic concept of crit ic ism from i ts 
modern concept, "which views in it a negative judgment" (G.S. ,  1 :67). 

When, i n  The Origin of German TI·agic Drama, Benjamin defines his 
conception of cri ticism,  he underscores that negative aspect: "Criticism 
means the mortification of the works . . . .  not the-as the romant ics have 
i t-awakening of the consciousness in l iving works, but the settlement of 
knowledge in  dead ones" (Origins, 1 82) .  In  both cases , the reason for the 
dominant s tyle of cri ticism , posit ivi ty or mort ification-the actual ization 
of the work's self-reflection or the contemplation of the work as ruins in the 
interest of i ts t ruth content-seems to be attached to a vision of the 
determinate world rather than to an imperative inherent i n  cri ticism. In  
both cases, nevertheless, criticism rests on cri teria i rr1manent to the  work of 
art-internal " judgment"  or " t ruth content"-whose concept wi ll be made 
explici t in Benjamin 's essay on Goethe's Elective Affinities. That is what 
allows us to understand the very possibil ity of the romantic theory of 
!_reflection : . . A criticism calling for a certain degree of objectivity would 
·. hardly be possible if the work i tself did not claim a certain type of validi ty, 
i f, therefore, there existed no rational i ty in  the process leading from creation 
to the work of art and from the work of art to the cri tic-receiver. 

This rationali ty that is inherent in the work of art, that is created in the 
name of criteria that are, consciously or not, established by the object, 
confers on the work of art a privileged status in the theory of reflection: Here 
is an "object"-a "non-Self," in Fichtean terms-that presents the charac
teristics of a "Self," in part icular that of producing imperatives and j us t ify-
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i ng itself through its intrinsic rational ity. In  his System of Ethics, Fichte wri tes 
that art "converts the transcendental viewpoint into a common viewpoint . . . . From 
the transcendental viewpoint, the world is made, from the common view
point, it is g iven; from the aesthetic viewpoint, it is given, but nonetheless 
i n  a way that shows how it is made. "5 Thus, art responds to the aporia of 
the philosophy of reflection-the fact that a subject "posits" or "makes" an 
object that is taken to be a subject-without resolving it .  But the subject 
that posits i tself and that becomes a subject only in positing_itsel(!Dust 
already be a subject before "positing" i tself; hence there is a--circularity ;hat 
only the work of art escapes, in presenting a " nature" enti rely-f-asb-i-one'd by 
"freedom." In making the work of art the medium for reflection par 
excellence, romantic thinkers avoid the problems inherent in the idealist 
theory of self-consciousness, but they do not solve them; the problems of 
objective knowledge and intersubjectivity disappear as i f  with the wave of 
a magic wand. The only gain is the idea of an imperative for validi ty i nherent 
in  the work of art that must be demonstrated, interpreted , and examined 
by criticism. 

Through criticism, the reflection immanent in  a finite work of art i s  
both related to the infinite of art and transposed to i ts domain.  The central 
operation of the romanticism of Jena is what Novalis cal ls " romanticizing" :  
" In  giving the fi nite an appearance of  the infinite, I romanticize i t .  The true 
reader must be an extension of the author. He is the higher court that 
contemplates the thing already prepared by the lower court" (quoted in  
G.S. ,  1 :67-68). Benjamin adds that "that amounts to saying that the 
particular work of art must be dissolved into the medium of art" (G.S. ,  
1 :68). This dissolution brought about by criticism arnounts to  "transcend
ing the work, making it absolute," 

i n  the meaning of the work itself, that is, in  its reflection . . . .  For the 
romantics, criticism is much less the judgment of a work than the 
method for completing it .  It is in  this sense that they required a poetic 
criticism, that they suspended the d ifference between criticism and 
poetry, affirming that "poetry cannot be criticized except by poetry. A 
j udgment on art that is not i tself a work of art . . .  has no civi l  rights in 
the kingdom of art . " (G.S. ,  1 :69) 

According to this conception, criticism prolongs and amplifies artistic 
activity i tself. As a result, the reflection or "rationality" immanent within 
works, as translated by the criticism of the romant ics, rather than serving 
as a mediation between the work of art and ordinary language in order to 
al low readers to share in the meaning proposed in a figural or narrative form, 
remains beyond the reach of ordinary reason: Criticism accentuates the gap 
that separates the language of art and ordinary language. Moreover, it c laims 
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to call in to question and surpass reason. I t  is not concerned with commu
nicat ing a meaning or with recognizing a value , but rather with completing 
an absolute reflection. 

From the point of view of romantic crit icism, the work of art is thus 
" incomplete i n  terms of i ts own absolute Idea" (G.S. , 1 : 70) . In rhus 
completing the work of art and ampl ifying i ts claim to sovereignty, the 
cri tic avoids two pitfalls of tradi tional cri ticism : fi rst ,  the rationalist dog
mat ism that judges in the name of preconceived cri teria; and second, 
"skeptical tolerance, which, in the end, stems from an i mmoderate worship 
of the creative faculty reduced to the mere faculty of the creator's expression . 
. . . [Schlegel] magically captured in the work i tself the laws of the mind 
i nstead of treating i t  as a mere by-product of subjectivity" (G.S. , 1 :7 1 ). In 
that way, Schlegel established "the cardinal principle of any cri tical act ivity 
since romanticism-the judgment of works according to immanent cri te
ria" (G.S. , 1 :7 1 ). In terms of the object--or the artistic configuration-he 
assures "the autonomy that Kant conferred on the faculty of j udgment in  
h is Critique" (G.S. , 1 :7 2). By autonomy, Benjamin does not mean only the 
proper legal i t ies that govern both the aesthetic sphere in general and each 
work of art i n  particular; he is aiming not only at a purist conception of 
aesthetic parrict1larity but at the sovereignty of art i tself,7 the fact that the 
meaning of rhe work cannot be drawn out except through a form of criticism 
that poetically finishes it instead of translating i t  i nto rational language, 
whether that of philosophy or that of ordinary consciousness . Through the 
criticism of the work, an i rreducible viewpoint on the world is affirmed, as 
Schlegel wrote: "To fi nd formulae for individual works that alone allow us 
to understand them in the most li teral sense : that is the substance of art 
criticism" (quoted in G.S. , 1 :7 1 ). 

For the romantics, what has to be grasped in  the work is the jot?n. For 
Benjamin,  who reveals his reasons in the appendix to Der Begriff on Goethe 
and romanticism, what must ultimately be grasped is, rather, the truth 
content, but for him, this content is not dissociable frorn form. The concept 
of form stems from Fichte's Doctrine ofScience1 which sees "reflection mani
festing i tself in the s imple form of knowledge" (G.S. , 1 :72); form is both 
the " transcendental" s tructure of knowledge, i ts condition of possibil i ty, 
and what still l imits reflection, which must then become the object  of a 
second-level reflection.  Hence, "the pure essence of reflection is revealed for 
the romantics in the purely formal appearance of the work of art. As a result, 

.c form is the objective expression of the reflection proper to the work . . . .  It  
' i s  through i ts form that the wor� _ _ofart !s a center ofl iving reflectio�-; ·-(c:S:� - -

1 :73) . But because ot rhe-particularity �t form� lr--·•· n�ma!ns --fainted by a 
moment of contingency" (G.S. , 1 :73), which is the reason for the work's 
incompletion: "For cri t icism to be . . .  the removal of all l imi tations, the 
work must rest on l imitation" (G.S. , 1 :73) ;  such is the "self- l imitation of 
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reflection. "  In other words, meaning and val idi ty, which in cri ticism acguife 
a virtually universal value, are t ied in the work of art to the particularity of 
the figures or the narrative s tructure .  In recognizing an _int�i!.!sic reflection 
i n  the work, Schlegel ,  according to Benjamin,  resolv�� tnd= 'p-araaox::-?f 
immanent criticism: 

In fact, it  is d ifficult to see how a work of art could be criticized in  terms 
of i ts own tendencies, since those tendencies, inasmuch as they can be 
established ind isputably, are real ized , and inasmuch as they are not, are 
impossible to establish ind isputably . . . .  The immanent tendency of the 
work, and as a result, the criterion for immanent criticism, is reflection, 
which is at its formation, and of which irs form is the i mprint .  'In truth, 
however, this reflection is not so m uch rhe criterion for j udgment as , first 
and foremost, the foundation of another kind of crit icism which does not 
have j udgment as i ts vocation and for wh ich the essential does not lie i n  
the evaluation o f  the particular work o f  art but in the presentation of its 
relations to art works as a whole, and in the end , to rhe Idea of art. (G.S., 
1 :77-78) 

It is because Schlegel seeks nor to judge the work of art but,  rather, to 
understand and explain i t, to complete and systematize it, and finally, to 
d issolve it in the absolute of art, that the paradox of imrnanent criticism i s  
overcome: It excludes "any judgment of  the work of  art, for which i t  would 
be absurd to give an immanent cri terion. The cri ticism of the work of art 
i s  rather i ts reflection, which , of course, can never deploy more than the 
germ that is immanent to i t" (G.S. , 1 :78) .  

For early romantic criticism , judgment of the work was l imited to 
establ ishing i ts mere "cri r icizab i l i ty, "  the cri terion that al lowed one to 
tel l whether the work had a reflection worrhy of the name . At the same 
t ime,  in cri tic izable works ,  there cannot be a scale of values : All works 
that bear a reflection within them are equal ly worthy of consideration, 
and, in contrast ,  what is not cri ticizable is by defin i tion bad . Benjamin  
underl i n�s the fact that "the val idi ty of the  crit ical judgments of roman
ticism has been amply confirmed . They have determi ned unt i l  our own 
time the fundamental evaluation of the historical works of Dante, Boc
caccio,  Shakespeare , Cervantes , and Calderon , as well as the phenomenon 
contemporary to them : Goethe" (G.S. , 1 : 80). But in the word "evaluation" 
he does not dist inguish between interpretation and val ue j udgment .  
Recogniz ing these authors' value is hard ly the  same as  d iscovering 
something new; at most, it is a matter of appreciati ng them at their true 
value, leg i t imati ng them in the face of the canonical texts of Antiqui ty. 
Moreover, the early romantics d id not "discover" Holderl in any more than 
d id Goethe. And Schlegel admits the retrospect ive character of romantic 
cri t icism :  " 'Only the classic and the eternal pure and s imple' can be the 
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subject of cri t ic ism" (G.S. , 1 : 8 1  ) .  What remains i s  the classic  s tatus of 
works c rit ic ized or t ranslated by the romantics. 

R o m a n tic  A rt: Iro n.Y, th e No v e l, a n d  Prose  

The same concern for objectivi ty also characterizes the romantic theory of 
i rony, which has frequently been interpreted as the expression of pure 
subjectivism . Of course,  " the poet's arbitrariness, according to Schlegel , 
suffers no law that dominates him" (G. S. , 1 :82), but that simply means that 
the poet obeys no other law than that of his autonomous form . It is only 
within the framework of that forrn , relative to the content of the work, that 
nothing is forbidden him. 

Nevertheless, what characterizes the art of German romanticism is ,  in 
the end ,  the fact that arbitrariness is also exercised toward form i tself, 
inasmuch as form is only a medium for reflection and the absolute to be 
attained is the idea of art i tself. Properly romantic art rests on the cri tical 
idea of "the indest ructibi l i ty of the work of art" (G.S. , 1 :86): "Criticism 
sacrifices the work of art totally to the love of the cohesion of art itself' (G.S. , 
1 : 85 ) .  The result ,  accordi ng to Benjamin,  is fragmented or disordered works 
like Ludwig Tieck's plays or Jean Paul 's novels . Irony rears the work of art 
to pieces in the name of art, and thus renders it indestructible. A mystical 

\ idea underlies the destructive irony of romanticism: - - ---- - -- -- ----
'. --------------------

The ironizarion of the form of presentation is in  some sense rhe storm 
that sweeps open the currain before the transcendental order of art , 
reveal ing it even as it reveals the work of art , which remains immediately 
within it  as a mystery . . . . It represents the paradoxical tendency to build 
up the work by demolish ing it :  to demonstrate in the work itself its 
relation to rhe Idea. (G.S. , 1 :86) 

It is also in the name of this idea that  the romant ics require a fusion of 
different forms , a meeting, in the idea of poetry, of "all the separate genres 
of poetry" (G.S. , 1 :  1 88). From this conception, the idea of the one Book is  
born-a mythical reference of modern li terature, especially s ince Mallarme: 
"All the books of accomplished l iterature," wri tes Schlegel in Ideen (frag
ment 9 5 ), "must be only a s ingle book" (quoted in G.S. , 1 : 90). From this 
same mystical theory, there stems the idea of crit icism as " the poetry of 
poetry," and the task ass igned to "universal progressive poetry" to "present 
the Idea of art in the total work of art " (G.S. , 1 :9 1 ) . This total work of art 
is primari ly the novel , the "most resolute working out of self- l imitation and 
of reflective self-broadening" (G.S. , 1 :98). It  is founded entirely on reflec
tion and brings together al l forms,  from poetry ro dramatic dialogue to epic 
narration, presenting them as a cont inuum. 

Beginning with rhis romantic idea, Lukacs wrote his Theory of the Novel 
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( 1 9 1 4-1 9 1 5 ,  published i n  1 9 1 6). He, too, addressed the question of 
novel istic prose. In his view, in the modern period, when meaning can no 
longer be apprehended in reali ty, "only prose can then encompass the 
suffering and the laurels, the struggle and the crown, with equal power; 
only i ts unfettered plastici ty and i ts non-rhythmic rigour can,  with equal 
power, embrace the fetters and the freedom, the g iven heaviness and the 
conquered lightness of a world henceforth immanently rad iant with found 
mean ing . "8 But, for Benjamin,  the idea of prose takes on an even s tronger 
meani ng:  "The Idea of poetry," he writes , " is prose" (G.S., 1 : 1 00-1 0 1 ) . 

Beyond the fusion of poetic genres i n  the novel, Benjamin is addressing 
one meaning of the word " reflection," perceived especially, no doubt, 
through 1-Iolderlin and his idea of sobriety in art. Benjamin adds that "this 
principle is the fundamental idea of the romantic philosophy of art-an 
essentially new idea that has yet to reveal i tself fully ;  the greatest age, 
perhaps, of the Western philosophy of art bears i ts mark" (G.S. , 1 :  1 04). For 
Benjamin,  the l ink between reflection and prose seerns to be based on the 
use of language that associates prose with sobriety. 

Li terature is conceived as an exercise of lucid i ty and even calculation, 
the obverse of feeling and enthusiasm . Here, Benjamin introduces his own 
nuance concerning the disenchantment of art: 

Under the l ight of irony, i t  is  only the il lusion that fal ls apart; the kernel 
of the work of art remains indestructible because it does nor rest on ecstasy, 
which can dissipate, bur on an intangible, sober, prosaic figure . . . .  The 
novel is rhe prototype for this mystical consti tution of the work of art 
beyond the restricted forms that are beautiful in appearance (the poetic i n  
the narrow sense). I t  is, in the end, in the place i t  grants t o  these "beautiful" 
forms and to beauty in general that this theory marks a break with the 
traditional conceptions of the essence of arr . . . .  Form is no longer the 
expression of beauty bur of art conceived as rhe Idea itself. At the very end, 
rhe concept of beauty generally had to d isappear from the romantic 
philosophy of art . . .  because beauty, as an object of "enjoyment," of 
pleasure, of taste, did nor seem to be reconcilable with the srrict sobriety 
that, in the new conception, determined the essence of art. (G.S., 1 : 1 06) 

According to Benjamin,  that is the aesthetic theory of Gustave Flaubert and 
of modern poetry. Above all , it i s  h is own conception of art, founded on his  
philosophy of language: The task of cri ticism is  to complete the work by 
presenting i ts "prosaic kernel " or the "eternally sober consistency of the 
work" (G.S. , 1 :  I 09), that is, to transfer the language of art to the level of a 
higher, more defini tive language detached from all sensible beauty, to the 
level of the i nexpressive and creative word that, according to "The Task of 
the Translator," is the aim of all language. 
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This destruction of i ll usion, of appearance, of emotion, and of beauty 
in  the name of prose, sobriety, the Idea, and reflection is the formulation of 
an aesthetics of the subl ime that sacrifices the beautiful appearance in  the 
name of truth.  Irs form wi ll change often in Benjamin 's works , before 
undergoing a decisive turning point in the theory of the aura. In i ts first 
formulations, it leaves intact, even accentuates, the esoteric character of the 
work of art . Like cri t icism and translat ion, the sobriety of artistic prose 
performs a function of sublimation in the messianic process ofhistory, more 
through the action stemming from i ts mere existence than through any 
supposed persuasion exercised on the mind.  

That said ,  romantic theory speaks only of the form of works and says 
nothing of their content. The romantics' concern was not the truth of works 
but their truly aesthetic completion. The romantics ' aestheticism was at the 
origin of their " insanely orgiastic disc losure of all secret sources of the 
trad i tion" (Correspondence, 89). In addition, "they did not understand the 
moral dimension with which (Goethe's] life struggled"  (Correspondence, 1 17).  
In  an appendix to Der Begriff, Benjamin underscores the necessity of 
complementing that theory by relying on Goethe's aesthetics. 

Th e Cri ti c i s m  to  Co m e: 
Fo r m  a n d  O r ig i n a l  Ph e n o nz e n o n  

I n  the esoteric appendix to Der Begriff discussing "the aesthetic theories of 
the early romantics and of  Goethe," Benjamin formulates for the first t ime 
the task of the  criticism to come. I t  stems from the fundarnenral d ifference 
between these two aesthetics . The romantics recognized only the "Idea" of 
art , as an a priori for thei r method of critical completion; they did not 
recognize the " Ideal" of art, as an a priori for the work's content, what i t  was 
to be about. The romantics '  "aestheticism" lay precisely in their refusal to 
exclude something from the field of art in the name of any ethical or 
theoretical norm whatsoever. For Goethe, in contrast ,  there existed a 
" l imited plural i ty of pure contents" (G.S. , 1 :  I l l )  that compose the Ideal of 
art . Through this conception, Goethe "is l inked to the Greeks . Beginning 
with his phi losophy of art, he interpreted the idea of the Muses under 
Apollo's dominion as that of the pure contents of art as a whole. The Greeks 
allowed for nine such contents" (G.S. ,  1: 1 1 1 ). Unl ike the forms relativized 
by the Idea of art, these contents are discontinuous and are not found i n  any 
piece of art as such . Goethe speaks of them as invisible archetypes that are 
accessible only to " intuition" and that works of art can at best " resemble. "9 
In Goethe's view, the works that come closest are Greek works , " relative 
archetypes, models "  (G.S. , 1 : 1 1 2) .  

Archetypes are not created by art; they "dwelt ,  before any production 
of a work, in  that sphere where art is nor creation but nature. Goethe's 
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concern i n  his inquiry into original phenomena was ul timately to grasp the 
Idea of nature in order to make i t  an archetype (a pure content)" (G.S. , 
1 :  1 1 2) .  This was not nature as an object of science, but "true" nature : "It i s  
i n  art alone, and not in  the nature of  the world, that true nature, accessible 
to intui tion, originally phenomenal , i s  vis ible through reproduction, 
whereas in the nature of the world it is  certainly present, but hidden 
(submerged under the bri l l iance of the 91anifestarion)" (G.S. , 1 : 1 1 3) .  This 
concept of nature is the object of a l:·ri t ical reflection\ on Goethe that 
Benjamin wi l l  undertake in his essay oA Goethe's Elect!ve'Affinities. 

Benjamin shares Goethe's reservations about the romantics' suppres
sion, in art as medium-of-reflection, of any fi rm distinction between the 
contingent real and the absolute: "Art was precisely the area where roman
ticism made every effort to turn to advantage and with the greatest puri ty 
the immediate reconci l iation of the contingent and the non-cont ingent"  
(G. S. ,  1 : 1 1 4). For Goethe, such a reconciliation has no  raison d 'etre. 
Benjamin ,  who also rejects such exaltation but who acknowledges the gains 
of the romantic aesthetic--its messianic theory of prose and of modern 
sobriety, i ts conception of cri ticism as a reflection of a reflective kernel 
immanent in the work-raises the problem in the following manner: 

The [romant ic) idea of art i s  the Idea of i ts form, as the [Goerhean] 
Ideal of art is the Ideal of irs con tent .  The fundamen tal , systematic 
quest ion of the ph i losop hy of art can thus also be formulated as the 
question of the relat ion between the Idea of art and the Ideal of art. 
The present inquiry must remain on the threshold of chat quest ion . 
(G.S . ..  1 : 1 1 7 ) 

And since in  1 9 1 9  he does not yet have an answer, he continues : "Even today, 
this state of the German phi losophy of art as it presented i tself around 1 800, 
in the theories of Goethe and the early rornantics, is still legi timate. The 
romantics were no better at solving-or even posing-this problem than 
was Goethe" (G.S. , 1 :  1 1 7) .  

] ust as the romantics neglected to pose the question of content, Goethe 
did not have a satisfactory theory of form; "He interprets it as style" (G.S. , 
1 :  1 1 7 ), in  the sense of some particular historical style, that of the Greeks or 
his own .  In contrast to the early romantics' theory, Goethe's theory poses 
the question of the "cri ticizabil i ty of the work of art" in terms of a general 
doubt. Benjamin writes that " in the matter of the philosophy of art, all the 
work of the romantics can be summed up in this: they sought to demonstrate 
that, on principle, the work is criticizable. The Goethean theory of art, i n  
contrast ,  i s  enti rely commanded by  i ts intuition of  the unc:ri t icizable 
character of works" (G.S. , 1 : 1 1 0). In Goethe's view, criticism was neither 
possible nor necessary: 
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At most, it may be necessary to give an indication of what is good or a 
warning about what is bad ; and, for the art ist who has an intuition of 
the archetype, i t  is possible to pronounce an apodictic judgment on 
works . But Goer. he challenges "criticizability" as the essential moment 
of the work of art. From h is point of view, a methodical cri t icism--that 
is, one necessary for the thing itself-is impossible. On the contrary, i n  
romantic art , cri t icism i s  not only possible and necessary, i t  even contains 
within its theory th� paradox_ofh_�Yif!g_mg�e value than rhe work i tself. 
(G. S. ,  1 : 1 1 9) 

- - - - - - -- ------- -- -- - --- -
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Benjamin wants to maintain ,  against Goethe, the possibili ty and necessi ty 
of crit icism, without forgetting the cri t ic's inferiori ty i n  principle to the 
poet, and, in the critical evaluation of a work, to account for i ts content by 
seeking to define an imperat ive for val idity that the romantics associate only 
with form . What prevents Goethe from grasping the idea of a criticizable 
content is the fact that he identifies it with true nature-the archetypal 
nature of origi nal phenomena, which the poet intui ts--instead of perceiv
ing i ts historical meaning. What prevents Schlegel and Novalis ,  in thei r 
aesthetic theory, from conceiving of a criticizable content is their reduction 
of the world,  of nature, and of history to an art istic process that reduces 
content to form and, in the end, to the Idea of art . In The Ot·igin of German 
Tragic Drama, Benjamin wil l  replace this single Idea w i rh the plural ,  
i rreducible idea-forms, which he himself designates as Goethe's "Ideals" 
(Origin, 3 5). 

The romantic critic casts a "sober l ight" on the Idea of the as-yet 
contingent work, which "makes the plural ity of works go dark" (G.S. , 
1 :  1 1 9) .  Benjamin wants to conserve and name that i rreducible plural ity by 
associating it with the normative dimension inherent in the content of 
works, which can be val idated by criticism. That normative d imension 
rediscovers the problems of truth and justice in the work of art ,  thus 
reconsidering the radical differentiation of art accomplished by the roman
tics : For Benjamin, t here is no beauty without truth. The task Benjamin 
assigns to his work to come is to bring about a synthesis between Goethe's 
aesthetics and that of the romantics . That is the theoretical program of h is  
essays on Goethe and baroque drama. 

A N  EXEMP L A R Y  PIE CE OF CRI TICISM 

Th e A u th o r i(Y a n d  Vio le n ce of Critic isnz 

Written between the summer of 1 92 1  and February 1 922 ,  two years after 
Der Begrifl der K11nstkritik in der de11tsrhen Romantik, the essay "Goethes 
Wahlt/erwandtschaften" (Goethe's ElectitJe Affinities) is, from a philosophical 
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point of view, one of the most ambitious texts that Benjamin ever com
pleted. 10 In a letter to Scholem dated 8 November 1 92 1 , he wrote: "I  have 
to complete writing my critique of the Elective Affinities. This  is j ust as 
important to me as an exemplary piece of cri ticism as it is a prolegomena 
to certain purely philosophical treatises--what I have to say about Goethe 
is located somewhere between the two" (Correspondence, 1 94). 

Beginning with h is thesis on the concept of cri ticism, Benjamin wrote 
a certain number of extremely dense texts : "Fate and Character" (Septem
ber-November 1 92 1 ), "The Task of the Translator" (March-November 
1 92 1 ), "Theologico-Political Fragment" ( 1 920-1 92 1 ), and "Anki.indigung 
der Zeirschrift: A ngeltts Novus" (Notice for the journal Angelus Novus; 
December 1 92 1-January 1 922) .  

In the notice for A ngelus Novus, Benjamin distinguishes between an 
annihilating criticism and a positive criticism, both of which have essen
tially the same role: chal lenging the public's expectations . But the primary 
characteristic of crit icism is soverign authority. The critic is literally Adam 
naming and citing the works according to their truth :  "We must reconquer 
the force of cri tical speech in two ways. We must repeat both the accusation 
and the verdict" (G.S. , 2 : 242). In the manner of Karl Kraus and Andre 
Breton, the secular popes of letters, Benjamin  conceives of criticism as a 
practice of" terrorism" against the "counterfei ters of talent . "  The critic's role 
is that of a "guard ian at the gate" (G.S. ,  2 :242) who refuses entry to 
mediocrity. Cri t icism has both a moral and an aesthetic responsibility to 
the public  of the time: 

The criterion of  true actuality is  absolutely not found among the public. 
Any journal l ike this one must embrace what is truly current, what is 
forming under the infertile surface of the new, that absolute novelty 
whose exploitation i t  must cede to the newspapers . In embraci ng true 
actuality, i t  must be pitiless in i ts thought, imperturbable in i ts state-· 
ments; if necessary it must have total d isregard for the public. (G.S., 
2 :24 1 -242) 

The authoritarian violence defended by Benjamin corresponds both to 
his esoteric idea of "revelation" as the essence of the work of art and to h is  
theory, developed in "The Task of the Translator," that the work of art is not 
destined for the receiver. How do critics justify their claim to authority? If  
they were to  argue for it , they would be  within the public's reach; they can 
therefore only produce imperatives. Ben jamin reclaims for the critic the 
artist's tyrannical freedom, which is justified only by the work of art, not 
by argument. This freedom is exercised in two forms . When it destroys , i t  
proceeds collectively, i n  generalizations: "How would i t  manage other
wise?"  (G.S. ,  2 : 242) .  In  contrast, "positive cri ticism,"\ 
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more than i t  has done i n  the past ,  more than the romant ics succeeded in 
doing ,  . . .  must limit i tself to the isolated work of art . In fact, great 
criticism does not have the task, as is sometimes believed, of instructing 
through h istorical representation, or of forming m inds through compari
sons , but rather of attaining knowledge by s inking into its object. It is 
incumbent upon critic ism to account for that truth of works that art and 
phi losophy require .  (G.S. , 2 :24 2) 

"Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften" was written in that spiri t .  

6 7  

Truth is ,  therefore, the cri terion to  be sought in the  content, the 
complement of the aesthetic criterion of form . B ut this i s  not t ruth  as 
opposed to artistic value. In this case, truth means validity in an undiffer
entiated sense, absolute val idity. Benjamin nevertheless rejects all obscuran
tist interpretation of such a c laim .  Concerning the underlying phi losophical 
attitude of any position the journal Angelus Novus might take, 1 1  he pro
nounces the following rule: 

For i t ,  the un iversal val id i ty of the manifestations of the l i fe of the 
mind m ust be l inked to the q uestion of knowledge if i t  is  to be able 
to claim a place within the framework of the rel igious orders being 
formed . Nor that such orders can already be pred icted . Bur we can 
predict that, wi thout them,  the things that these days-the first of a 
new era-are struggl ing with to attain l i fe wi l l  nor be manifested. 
(G.S. ,  2 : 244) 

Such a rel igious exercise is nevertheless incompatible with "the convenient 
obscuri ty of esotericism"; Benjamin requires not only Holdefl inian "sobri
ety" but a lso "a rationality without concession" (G.S. , 2 :244), which in  this 
case can only mean a maximum sobriety or clari ty in the exposit ion of the 
noncontingent and the ungroundable. 

It is  this same ungroundable character that, on the m()ral . and legal 
plane, defies the relation between "divine violence" and ieg.aC�i�l��ce : In 
"Cri tique of Violence," Benjamin construcrs·a: · rheory in which divine 
violence i s  defined as the pole opposite to the law, which-as the founding 
violence of power or s imply as conservative violence (military service, for 
example)-he calls "mythic violence":  

J usr as in  al l  spheres God opposes myth,  mythic violence is  opposed to 
d ivine violence. And the latter constitutes its antithesis in all respects. 
If mythic violence is law-maki ng,  d ivine violence is law-destroying; if 
the former sets boundaries, the latter boundlessly destroys them; if 
mythic violence brings at once guilt and retribution, divine power only 
expiates; if the former threatens, rhe latter strikes ; if rhe former is bloody, 
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the latter is lethal without spi l l ing blood . (Reflections, 297 , translation 
mod ified) 

Divine violence expiates even as it destroys because of i ts i nnate sense 
of j ustice: It i s  located outside the mythic cycle ofl ife ,  power, and the i llusory 
"equali ty" of laws. 1 2  In the religious tradi tion, the classi c  example of d ivine 
violence is  provided by God 's j udgment, as manifested in  the B ible by 
punishment without warning;  but, adds Benjamin,  to underscore i ts actu
ali ty, divine violence 

is  also found in present-day l ife in at least one sanctioned man ifestat ion . 
Educati ng violence, which i n  i ts perfected form stands outside the law, 
is one of i rs manifestations . It is defined, therefore, nor by miracles 
d i rectly  performed by God, bur by the expiating moment i n  i t  that 
s trikes without bloodshed and , finally, by the absence of all lawmaking. 
(Reflections, 297 , translation s l ightly mod ified) 

Benjamin sees very well that such an extension of"educaring violence,. 
to the scale of society is  not without risks : 

The prem ise of such an extension of pure or d iv ine violence is sure to 
provoke, particularly today, the most vehement objections, and to be 
coun tered by the argument that, taken to i ts log ical conclusion,  i t  
l eaves men free t o  exercise even lethal v iolence against one another. 
This ,  however, cannot be conceded . (Reflections, 298, trans lation mod i
fied) 

Divine violence leaves intact the commandment "Thou shalt  not ki l l . "  
Nevertheless, this commandment's function is not  to serve as  a cri terion of 
j udgment but rather as a "guideline for actions of persons or communities 
who have to wrestle wi th it in soli tude and ,  in exceptional cases , to take on 
themselves the respons ibi l ity of ignoring it" (Reflections, 298) .  That respon;_ 
s ibil ity stems from "divine violence" and i ts sovereign j ustice .  Like educat
i ng violence, it is carried out among minori ties prey to Inyrhic violence and 
cannot, according to Benjamin,  be grounded in law. In other words, d ivine 
vioLence is authorized by an ethic that has to account for i ts decisions only 
to God, not humanity. This i s  the violence of the general strike, of 
revolutionary and anarchist violence, according to Georges Sorel (Reflections, 
29 1 ) . 1 3 Such is  also the sovereignty of the i nnovative artist who breaks with 
an accepted defini tion of the work of art, and the ethic of the critic who 
challenges the publ ic's judgment by anticipating aesthetic cri teria that have 
not yet been established . Thei r violence is a pure manifestation and release 
of the geni us of humanity in i ts opposi tion to the forces of myth .  For 
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B enjam i n, society has no potential for rationali ty that the critic could rely 
on and i nvoke in addressing the public. 

This concept of genius, borrowed from I-Iolderl in (G.S. ,  2: 1 1 6) ,  desig
nates the prophetic, divine faculty of humani ty, by virtue of which it escapes 
destiny and attains freedom. This faculty is intimately l in_k��o poetic: 
creativiry _ _  Art and poet ry are the privi leged locu�ofasafura�y interruption 
in the fatal course of things: 

It was not in law bur in tragedy that the head of gen ius l ifted i tself for 
the first  t ime from the mist of guilt, for in tragedy demon ic fare is 
breached . . . .  In tragedy pagan man becomes aware that he is better than 
h is god, but t:he real ization robs him of speech , remains unspoken . . . .  
The paradox of the birth of  genius in  moral speechlessness , moral 
i nfanti l i ty, is the sublimity of tragedy. It is probably the basis of all 
subl imity, in which genius,  rather than God, appears. ("Fate and Char
acter," in Reflections, 307) 

In a general way, art and ph i losophy rise up in  oppos i tion to myth, 
and it  is i n  that negation that , for Benjamin ,  the common ground of the 
Greek and bibl ical tradi t ions l ies ,  even though the bibl ical t rad i t ion is  
then once more related to the Greek as to a pagan and s t i l l  rnyrh ical 
heri tage:  

For truth to be established , we must first know what myth is :  we must 
know it as a reality ind ifferent to truth and destructive of truth. That is 
why the Greeks had ro eliminate myth so that-after a theurg ical phase, 
wh ich was art and philosophy only in  a mistaken sense of these words-
true art and true phi losophy were born, for both are founded in  truth , 
exactly to the same degree, no more and no less . ("Goerhes Wahlverwandt
schaften, " i n  G.S. , 1 :  1 62) 

"Divine violence" is the transposit ion of the genius's faculty to the 
realm of practice. Since law has been defined as purely i nstrumental
mythic, and as a result, wi thout re lation to transcendent just ice-·-the j ust  
act  can i ntervene only in  a manner as  unpredictable and yet as  pertinent as 
t he emergence of the poetic or crit ical genius .  "This cri t icism . . .  [which} 
ascertains the moments in which the artistic sensibi l i ty puts a s top to fate 
draped as progress and encodes the utopian experience ," 14 is wrongly 
i nvested , in Benjamin, with the mark of praxis .  

Conversely, Benjamin's aesthet ic c rit ic ism is always conceived as a 
practical i ntervent ion, an effort to interrupt the blind course of history and 
bring about an awakening, a raising of consciousness . Although he is 
opposed to an instrumental writ ing that intervenes in the name of a cause 
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Cri ticism a n d  Tru th 

As an "exemplary piece of criticism," Benjamin's essay on Elective Affinities 
pursues several object ives : It seeks to solve a question left open at the end 
of the study on the concept of art criticism (the possibil ity of a criticism of 
both form and "truth content"); to test a certain number of philosophical 
ideas (on the Enlightenment and the false emancipation from myth, on 
redemption, beauty, appearance, truth, and, finally, hope), and to demon
strate the l imits of what Goethe was able to say, to submit certain concep
t ions deeply anchored in the German mentality to a salutary shock. In this 
sense , i t  is a theologico-polir ical essay that targets "true actuality" as defined 
in the notice for Angelus Novus. Goethe's novel is interpreted both as the 
testimony of a culture that remained prey to the obscurity of pagan myth 
and as a sublime attempt to wrench free of it, and thus as a privileged 
moment in the break with "destiny. "  Before the messianic end of h istory, 
art alone is capable of making this break, and it is incumbent upon cri ticism 
to present the break in  order to bring us closer to that end . 

The conceptual structure ofBenjamin's essay can be outlined as fol lows: 
The phi losophical problem of the work of art's val idity is l inked to the idea 
of truth defined in theological terms. This idea is incarnated in the true 
work of art, but it is not made conceptually explicit, for i t  is inaccessible to 
phi losophy; only cri ticism, in deciphering the work of art, can help philoso
phy attain i t .  Within the work of art i tself, the subject matter and the truth 
content have to be d istinguished. The artist approaches the subject matter 
through h is technique and receives the truth content in the completed form 
of the work; the exegete addresses the subject matter in  the form of 
commentary and the truth content in the form of cri ticism. 

The essay is arranged i nto four schemata. There is ,  first, a philosophical 
schema grounded in  the relation between the idea, i ntuition, and the 
concept. It is the task of cri t icism to relate theologica l  truth both to the 
inaccessible horizon of philosophical inquiry and to the truth content of the 
work of art. Art and phi losophy relate to each other accordi ng to the Kant ian 
complementari ty of the concept and intuition, united in the Idea, which is 
inaccessible to knowledge. 

There is ,  second, a critical schema founded in the relation between the 
components of the work of art and the human subjects-the creator and the 
receiver-who relate to i t. The crit ic addresses the truth content and the 
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form of the work of art through a commentary on i ts subj ect marter; the 
artist 's technique addresses only the subject matter. 

There is ,  third ,  an aesthetic schema of the relation between appearance 
and essence in beauty. Appearance and essence are united in the work of art 
but are d issociated through cri t icism, which grounds beauty in  the truth 
content, whereas the authentic writer corrects the beauty of mere appearance 
through the sublime caesura of the inexpress ive . 

Finally, there is a historical schema that anchors relations among men 
in the religious , since criticism's task is ,  in the modernity of the Enlight
enment-a false emancipation placed under the sign of myth and appear
ance-to assure the continuity of trad it ion through the truth content 
contained within the act that gives form to the authentic work of art . 

A wall separates modern consciousness from both truth and t radit ion: 
Just as the image and the concept do not immediately have access to 
theolog ical t ruth, the artist's technique does not immediately have access 
to the work's form and truth content. And j ust as rr1odern beauty is 
dissociated from i ts anchorage in truth , modern freedom is cut off from i ts 
anchorage i n  tradit ion and ritual. Criticism plays a determinant role i n  
crossing over that wal l .  It always holds the key t o  the enigma. Whether 
they be truth or freedom, art or beauty, criticism is responsible for the 
founding values of culture .  This privi lege is t ied to the fact that only 
cri ticism can act as a link between the image and the concept, the two 
aspects of a theological truth that has been spli t  in two. The transgressive 
power of aesthetic criticism is exerc ised through the deciphering of the 
absolute in works of art . In the terms of "On Language as Such,"  the critic, 
at a time when life is  no longer grounded in  ritual ,  is the "Adam" who makes 
every effort to name in conceptual terms what the arr ist named imperfectly 
t hrough the figuration of h is work. 

In a methodolog ical introduction , Benjamin approaches the quest ion 
of rhe work of art's content ,  which i t  i s  incumbent upon the critic to reveal : 
" In a work of art , the criric is seeking the truth content,  t he commentator 
the subject matter" (G.S. , 1 : 1 25 ). The commentator, or l iterary h istorian, 
latches on  to artistic phenomena in their immediacy and d iversity; the 
phi losophical critic is interested in their force of truth and revelation and 
in their unity. 

Seeking to escape the aestheticism of the romantics , Benjamin rhus 
defines the true work of art in terms of its truth content .  And yet ,  he does 
not move toward a type of thinking associated with Schel l ing and Hegel . 
For those two phi losophers, the truth of art was the truth of phi losophy 
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i tself, which translates i t  into conceptual terms, whereas for Benjamin,  as 
for Kant, "doctrine" is beyond reach. For Benjamin,  the authentic exercise 
of philosophy is l imited to criticism, and in particular to aesthetic criticism, 
i nasmuch as the figuration of art ,  in  approximating the meaning of the 
whole by means of i ts immanent final i ty, bears a piece of "doctrine . "  

From Benjamin 's first wri tings,  t ruth is the correlative of  such a 
philosophical doctrine, which is not d ist inct from rheology; ultimately, 
theological t ruth is the aim of all thought, all cri ticism, al l art ,  and all 
translation. Despi te the d iscontinuity of forms, there exists a solidarity 
between the poetic work and the Adamic name given to things as a function 
of the i r  essence. The essay on Electit1e Affinities reveals i ts hand only i n  the 
third and last parr: "All authentic works have thei r s isters in the field of 
phi losophy. They are precisely the figures in which the ideal of thei r problem 
is manifested" (G.S. , 1 :  1 72) .  Through the concept of an " ideal of the 
problem," Benjamin attempts to reformulate the Goethean notion of an 
ideal of art, which is nothing other than i ts archetypal content; Benjamin 
speaks of  an ideal of the problem, to  underscore rhe l ink between the truth of 
art and phi losophy. Because of phi losophy's inabi l ity ro possess the onto
logical character of truth 

there exists no question that embraces in i rs questioning the unity of 
philosophy. In philosophy, the ideal of rhe problem designates the 
concept of that nonexistent question concerning the unity of ph i losophy. 
Bur the system also is in no sense an object of inquiry. Yet there exist 
productions that, without being a question , have rhe deepest affi nity to 
the ideal of the problem. These are works of art. (G.S. , 1 : 1 7  2) 

Schell ing's idea of art as an organon of phi losophy is thus subject to the 
restrict ions formulated by Kant: Unl ike Schell ing,  Benjamin considers 
phi losophy i ncapable of formulating the idea of i ts own unity. I n  art, the 
ideal of the problem is buried under the plurality of works , 

and the role of criticism is to extract i t  from them.  In the work of art, 
cri ticism shows the ideal of the problem through one of i ts manifesta
tions. For it finally rakes note in them of the possibi l ity for a formulation 
dealing with the truth content proper to the work of art as the sup reme 
problem of ph ilosophy. In every rrue work of art , one can detect a 
manifestation of the ideal of the problem. (G.S., 1 :  1 7 3)  

In other words, every true work of art  allows the crit ic to address the 
central problem of phi losophy and not j ust certain questions that also, from 
another point of view, interest phi losophers. Frorn the legit imate poss ibi l i ty 
of approaching a phi losophical problem from a work of art (following the 
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principle of the "essay") Benjamin deduces the claim that crit icism is able 
to at least evoke " the supreme problem of philosophy, " if not to solve it (the 
age seems to forbid thar). 

Or, to set aside Benjamin's systematic claim ,  criticism is an attempt to 
approach a phi losophical problem that is vital for the age and to s ituate it 
in history (i ncluding the history of thought) through a work of art chosen 
because of i ts universal interest .  That is what Benjamin does when he wri tes 
on Goethe, on baroque drama, or on Baudelai re . Yet such an undertaking 
does not i tself prove that other more systematic approaches , i ndependent of 
aesthetic cri ticism, are not possible in philosophy. Benjamin never sets h is  
theolog ical and metaphysical concept of truth against other conceptions.  
For him, truth means life considered in  the l ight of messianic salvation. I t  
i s  not open ro  polemical justification; rather, i t  is  a quali ty of  the true l ife. 

Whatever we might think of Benjamin 's theory, the secularized forms 
of such a "truth" are no doubt i ndissociable from aesthetic "validi ty. "  We 
need to be able to determine noncircularly what a "true work of art" i s .  
What makes a work of art "successful" is probably not  unrelated ro the idea 
of a "successful" form of existence, even though art may present i ts fai lure 
or impossibil i ty. I n  that case, the work of art rries to compensate for the 

-\( - absence of a l ived real ization of that successful existence, or it presents it i n  
a n  intense way. As a result , the work o f  art confers upon that absence, that 
impossibil i ty, an imaginary complet ion . In this sense, every work of art casts 
a "mess ianic" l ight on the fragment of real ity it represents or on the artistic 
gesture i tself. Whatever is subject to the public gaze is wrenched from the 
triviali ty of the profane and daily world.  B u t  what i s  thus " transfigured " 1 5  

reaches a nonprofane world only metaphorical ly; what i s  l ifted from the 
quotid ian and removed from everyday language does _not through this act 
alone acquire the status of an ontological truth: Each case is  an individual 
solution and there is an irreducible plural i ty of comple.tions t hat can hardly 
claim the cogni tive universal i ty implied by the concept of tr��th .. -

Benjamin 's approach poses the fol lowing-ques t io�: Wh�� does ground
ing an aesthetic judgrnent as such mean if the work of art must ultimately 
be judged as a function of a metaphysical truth to which philosophy has no 
direct access 16 but which the work of art represents ?  In all the great 
phi losophical aesthetics , art has a tendency to exceed the definitions that 
would reduce it to one particular field . That means , i n  particular, that it is 
impossible to account for a work of art by adopting a purely aesthetic 
viewpoint .  A work of art that is satisfying from a formal point of view can 
be empty and of li ttle interest from a more general point of view. It  therefore 
seems that, to j udge "beauty"-in other words , the aesthetic qual ity of a 
work of art-one must be aware of cri teria that are nor purely aesthetic bur 
that deal with the extra-aesthetic stakes of what is represented .  That said , 
whatever the in terest of the extra-aesthetic stakes of a work of art , they must 
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be aesthetically integrated so that the work can be perceived as a work of art 
and not as the pretext for a "message" foreign to art . 

Benjamin's argument is circular: Having proposed to elucidate works of 
art by philosophy-"All authentic works have their sisters in the field of 
philosophy"-he abruptly reverses his i nquiry and seeks in works of art a 
response to the impossible question of philosophy's unity. The problem is no 
longer one of art, but of philosophy. Kant's critique observes that the human 
experience imposes limits on our faculty of knowing,  whereas there is 

in human reason something that no experience can make us know and 
yet whose reality and truth are proven by effects that present them
selves in  experience . . . .  That is the concept of freedom and the law, 
which leads to the categorical imperative . . . .  Owing to th is concept, 
Ideas, which would be totally empty for s imply speculative reason . . .  
become a real ity, even though i t  is only moral-practical; after al l ,  i t  i s  
a matter o f  cond11cting ourselves as i f  their objects (God and immortal
ity), which we can postulate from this (practical) point of view, were 

• 1 7  given . 

According to Kant, the beautiful offers an aesthetic Idea for our 
reflection which, in presenting a subjective finality of nature that is 
adequate to our faculties of knowing, also exceeds the limits of experience 
and speculative reason: This is the image of a nature that would be governed 
by freedom. From his first works , Benjamin sets aside, as a narrow-mind
edness characterist ic of the Enlightenment, any Kant ian effort to establish 
the foundations of knowledge as a function of a N·ewtonian vision of nature, 
and, l ike the romantics of post-Kantian idealism before him, he seeks to 
decipher the Ideas in works of art. Leaving aside the function that Kant 
assigns to Ideas, he indiscrimi nately rej ects the ultimate powerlessness of 
philosophy and the wise mutism of works of art and instead attributes all 
the powers of phi losophy to aesthetic criticism : 

The total i ty of philosophy, its system , has more power than the set 
constituted by al l i ts problems ,  for unity in the solution of all problems 
cannot be questioned . In fact, it  may even be that , in relation to the 
question posed , a new question would arise immediately: to know what 
the unity between the response given to this problem and the response 
given to all other problems rests on. It follows from this that there exists 
no question that embraces in i ts questioning the uni ty of philosophy. I n  
philosophy, the ideal o f  the problem designates the concept o f  that 
nonexistent question concerning the unity of ph ilosophy. But the system 
also is in no sense an object of inquiry. Yet there exist productions that, 
without being a question , have the deepest affinity to the ideal of the 
problem. These are works of art. (G.S . .. 1 :  1 7 2) 
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From the fact that, without infinite regression, there is no one s ingle 
question that is able to i nquire about the uni ry of philosophy or i rs absolutes, 
Benjamin concludes the necessity of turning to art to overcome that lack. 
Bur art 's "affinity" with the problem of phi losophy remai ns to be demon
strated . 1 8  In a circular argument ,  Benjamin confines h imself to linking 
philosophy to art, and art to philosophy, through a concept that the essay 
on Goethe nonetheless criticizes , that of "affini ty" :  "The work of art does 
not enter into competition with philosophy i tself, i t  simply enters into the 
most precise relation to it, thanks to i ts affinity with the ideal of the 
problem" (G.S. , 1 : 1 7  2). The supposed "precision" of this relation is also 
nothing more than a postulate, pure and simple. 

The difficulty is even thornier in that , as Benjamin sees perfectly, i t  is 
impossible to speak of a truth in multiple works of art: 

By virtue of a law that has i ts foundation in the essence of  the ideal in 
general, that ideal of the problem can be represented only in  plurality. 
But i t  is not in  a plural i ty of problems that the ideal of the problem 
appears. It  is rather h idden under the plurality of works of art and the 
role of criticism is to extract it from them. In the work of art, criticism 
shows the ideal of the problem through one of irs manifestations. For i t  
finally takes note i n  them o f  the possibi l i ty for a formulation deal ing 
with the truth content proper to the work of arr as the supreme problem 
of philosophy. (G.S. ! 1 : 1 7  3) 

What criticism m ust extract from the work of art is, thus, not s imply 
the particular work's truth content, but, through t he plurali ty of works of 
art and problems,  the single ideal of the problem ,  the single truth, the 
supreme problem of philosophy. By means of the plural relativity of works, 
the crit ical essay m ust aim toward the absolute of philosophical truth: 

In  a work, truth,  wi thout being an object of inquiry, would nevertheless 
be recognized as an imperat ive. If we are allowed to assert, as a result , 
that everything that is beautiful refers in one way or another ro the true 
and that we can assign it irs virtual place within  phi losophy, that means 
that, in any t rue work of art, we can detect a manifestation of the ideal 
of the problem . (G.S. , 1 : 1 73 )  

Benjamin 's " in  one way or another" betrays his  distress i n  speaking of 
a " t rue" work of art. The relation between the beautiful and the true-which 
will be treated later in the same ess�y and again  in The Origin of German 
Tragic Drama-is no more established than is the criterion for a "true" work 
of art. Furthermore, the plurality of works' reference to the s ingle ideal of 
the problem, which is supposed to present an affinity with rhe system of 
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philosophy, would make criticism a reductive operation. Benjamin's d iffi
culty in  addressing aesthetic validity lies in the fact that he is seeking it at 
a substantial level ,  in a philosophical message underlying all true works, 
i nstead of embracing artistic successes whose cri teria cannot be established 
once and for all ; in the end, he is seeking an evocation of the true l ife in the 
work of art that conforms to phi losophical doctrine, not an aesthetically 
complete representation of an experience that does not allow for existential 
or phi losophical extrapolation. 

In  a qu ite classic manner, Benjarr1in thinks that the effort of cri ticism 
to attain t ruth is aided by the passage of time; over time the truth content 
is revealed: 

United in the first  moments of the work of art, as t ime  goes on, we see 
. . .  the subject matter and the truth content become d issociated, s ince, 
although the latter remains just as hidden, the former begins to show 
through.  The more time passes, the more the exegesis of what is  
astonish ing and bewildering in  the work, that is,  irs subject matter, 
becomes for the later critic a precond ition.  (G.S. , 1 : 1 2 5 )  

As a result ,  the critic can only begin with commentary (G.S. , 1 : 1 25 ). 
The truth content remains "hidden" because of a "fundamental law of all 
writing :  as the truth content takes on more meaning, i rs link to the subject 
matter becomes less apparent and more internal" (G.S. , 1 : 1 2  5 ) . In  other 
words, the more important the work, the more i rs truth is emancipated from 
i ts historical elements as they fade into the past .  According to Benjarnin ,  
that is what defines the fundamental crit ical question: 

Does the appearance of the truth content l ie in the subject matter, or does 
the l i fe of rhe subject matter l ie in the truth content? For, in becoming 
d issociated in the work, they decide i ts immortal i ty. I n  this sense , the 
history of works of arr prepares for their criticism , whose power is  
augmented by historical d istance. (G.S. , 1 :  1 25-1 26) 

Does this mean something more or other than the fact that it is difficult 
to judge a work of art at the time of its creation , to the extent that i rs burning 
subject matter dissimulates the source of its force (whether truth or simply 
surface actuality)? If so, there is an enormous risk of inferring that the 
j udgment of posterity is more certain than that of contemporaries, even 
though al l Benjamin's thinking is opposed to the f�ls-eness--inherent i n  
transmission: forgeting, repression , !l�rmation, the,i �deology oflprogress .  - . / Even though he concedes that a rrue woii<of-arr-- owes--its-va! . . He to its own 
truth content, Benjamin situates the cri terion for that \ralGe outside the 
work: in a theological truth that the work of art partakes in .  And yet, in 
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principle, he does not have any means for attaining thar rheological truth 
other than the " true" works of art that present an affin i ty with the ideal of 
the problem. Only the practice of criticism allows him to leave this circle. 

Th e En ligh te n m e n t, Myth,  a n d  Tra di ti o n  

The concept of subject matter continues to be somewhat fluid as long as we 
do not take into account what, for Benjamin, links this term to the theological 
foundation of the idea of t ruth content. When he speaks of the subject matter 
of a historical epoch, that of the German Enlightenment in particular, we 
rapidly discover that we are dealing wirh the historical forms qf c:�rtain eternal 
£Q!lg�JlatioQ? s�c:h as love, marriage, or death: The poetic technigu�, �hi�h, 
Benjamin i nsists, is si tLiated on the borderl ine betwe�n subject matter and 
truth content, is in this case revealing: "For the writer, rhe description of 
subject matter is the enigma that his technique must al low him to solve . . . .  
But what i t  signifies, in  the end, has to escape the author no less than the spirit 
of his t ime" (G.S. , 1 :  1 46). The meaning, nor only of the sub jeer matter but 
also of the representation that the .writer gives i t  and rha� i tself rests on the 
truth content, is inaccessible to the �:re����ness ;jit can appear only 
through the dual work of time and en tic ism. 

· 

Benjarnin  cons iders marriage the central subject matter of Elective 
Affinities, not primarily as a function of the work but, rather, as a conse
quence of a theological or archetypal definit ion of marriage.  Criticism 
consists i n  setti ng that defi ni t ion against the Goethean representation:  " In 
completely discern i ng the sub ject rnatter of permanent th ings, we also 
discern their truth content. The truth content is revealed as the truth 
content of the subject matter" (G.S. , 1 :  1 28) . True to his phi losophy of 
language, Benjamin makes every effort to name the subject matter as a 
function of i ts truth content and hence to judge the work of art in terms of 
i ts force of revelation .  But criticisrn could not be the final authori ty, i n  the 
absence of an ultimate doctrine,  if the work of art did not provide it with 
something to grasp. Through i ts representation of the subject matter, the work 
of art extends a branch to the cri tic that al lows him or her to anticipate a 
part of truth, a parcel of defini tive doctrine. 

Benjamin attributes his own vision-which is moral and not legal-of 
marriage to Goethe: " In  truth, marriage is never justified in law, that is ,  as 
an i nstitution, but only i nasmuch as it expresses the permanence of love, 
which would rat her seek i ts expression in death than in l ife" (G.S. , 1 :  1 30). 
If, in  Goethe's novel , the law nevertheless i ntervenes , through the fai lure of 
the main character's marriage , i t  is because Goethe wanted 

to show the force that, i n  i ts dec l ine, proceeds from i t .  And this i s  
assuredly the mythic  violence of  the law;  i n  i t ,  marriage is only the 
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fulfillment of a destiny that marriage i tself does not dictate. For i ts 
d issolution is only damaging because i t  is not at all the effect of supreme 
powers . . . .  It is only in this decline that it becomes the legal relation . 
. . . But, however true it may be that Goethe never reached a pure 
d iscernment of the moral consistency of this l ink, it never occurred to 
h im to ground marriage in marriage laws. Ar !east he never doubted that 
at i ts deepest foundation, at i ts most secret, marriage was moral. (G.S. , 
1 : 1 30-1 3 1 )  

I t  i s  therefore only i ndirectly, through premoni tion and denunciation, 
that Goethe " in fact touches on the subject matter of marriage" (G.S. , 
1 :  1 30). He shows that " irs dissolution transforms all of humanity in  appear
ance,  leaving only the mythic to persist as the only essence" (G.S. ,  1 :  1 3 1 ). 
When the spouses exercise their matrimonial rights toward each other, 
primitive violence rears i ts head . 

In  underscoring the fact that marriage i s  not founded in law, Benjamin  
pursues ends other than that o f  establ ishing the essence o f  marriage in  i ts 
truth. Through the myth of the law-already denounced in "Critique of 
Violence,-he attacks moderni ty, its irreligiosity, and i ts concepfioii" of 
freedom. In defending the authentici ty of love and marriage and in making 
claims for Goethe's premonitions, Benjamin wishes to give the legitimacy 
of religious law and of tradition precedence over a modernity whose false 
promises of emancipation seem to lead to the return of mythic violence. In 
Elective Affinities a pastor removes a tombstone i n  order to plant his clover; 
Benjamin asks in  response: 

Can we conceive, confronted with tradition, a more characteristic l ibera
tion than to lay a hand on one's ancestors' tombs, which, under the 
footsteps of the l iving, form the ground not only of myth bur also of 
rel igion? Where does freedom lead those who act in  such a manner? Far 
from opening new perspectives to them, it makes them blind to what is 
real about their fears. And that is because i t  is inadequate. For those men 
to have what they need to defend themselves against the nature within 
which they l ive, they need the rigorous attachment to a ritual that we 
cannot call superstitious except when, detached from its true context, i t  
i s  only rudimentary survival . Freed from superhuman powers as only 
mythical nature can be, i t  comes into play as a threat. (G.S. , 1 : 1 3 2) 

With Goethe, Benjamin expresses his strongest reservations about a 
carefree break with tradition; he forgets that, although Faust describes the 
ravages of such a break, it also underscores i ts heroism and unavoidability. 
Benjamin is not sensitive to the subterranean links between Goethe and 
Hegel, between the writer and the dialectician of a revolutionary era. Regard
ing "Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften, " the least one could say is that Benjamin 
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does not underscore the ambiguity that modernity had for Goethe. He does 
not understand that the theme of "el_(;!_c0� a��jries ," the transposition of the 
romantic philosophy of nature to the field ofloving relationships, is a warning 
against the obscurantism that had reemerged frorn within the heart of the 
German Enlightenment. Benjamin-who takes the logic of the work as 
evidence for his theses-reads i t  as a controlled demonstration not only of 
incomplete and i rresponsible emancipation held prisoner to superstit ions but, 
in a general way, of the i llusions of modern freedom, of the secular values 
issuing from the French Revolution. J�map�iP-�t.�9I1 dQ�_�_ !lot take place, but 
the chains of tradi tion, despite the "orgiastic" efforts of the romantics to 
reactualize them, are disastrously broken. 

To ful ly appreciate Benjamin's appeal to tradi tion and ritual ,  we must 
keep in mind the biographical context of his essay, which is  in fact i nscribed 
in the text in its dedicat ion to J ula Cohn. The situation of t he central couple 
in Goethe's novel was , at the time, s imilar to that of Benjamin  and his wife,  
whose marriage was on the point of breaking up because each was in  love 
with another. The modern person's chimerical freedorn , which Benjamin 
denounced, was something he recognized in himself and against which he 
mobil ized the forces of tradit ion. Beginning in 1 920 when he  was wri t ing 
this essay, one of the leitmotifs of his correspondence was his  resolution to 
learn Hebrew in  order to return to the sources . The rheology of the first 
texts , then historical materialism, were doctrines that Benjamin hoped 

· would enable him to rediscover indestructible cri teria that were lacking 
both in  his own life and i n  the modern society in which he lived . 

Benjamin's aspiration for "doctri ne" through the "rrearise" form, for 
which the essay on Goethe was to act as a model ,  was motivated by his 
observation of a l ink between the decline of tradi tion and the fai lure of 
modern freedom . His gamble was to restore tradit ion by demonstrating 
both the d isastrous effects of the break with rel igious ri tual and the fact that 
we remain indebted to trad ition. Only such a raising of consciousness 
seemed capable of neutralizing the return of myth and the perpetuation of 
cyclical destiny:  "Destiny is the set of relations that plunges l ife into guilt" 
(G.S. , 1 : 1 38) . For Benjamin ,  there can be no morality without God; he does 
not acknowledge the idea of a profane morali ty, particularly as it developed 
with the Enlightenment: "When supernatural l ife d isappears i n  man ,  even 
if he commits no immoral act ,  his natural life is fi l led with guilt .  For it is 
now prisoner to the simple act of l iving, which is manifested in man as 
guilt" (G.S. , 1 : 1 39). Only the work of art , the act of genius wrenching itself 
from the context of myrh and guilt , al lows us to break the fatal shackles .  

Above all ,  that i s  what Goethe's own relation to nature seems to 
confirm, as it is manifested in his morphological s tudies and i n  his theory 
of colors . His cul t of nature ,  which includes his theory of art founded on the 
idea of original phenomena, is opposed ro the poetic act that wrenches i tself 
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free from mythic forces . Unbeknownst to him, however, the two are closely 
l inked. In Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der deutschen Romantik, Benjamin had 
underscored both the mythic charaCter of natural archetypes supposedly at 
the origin  of art and the i ndifference toward the aesthetic cri ticism that 
resulted from it :  

Just as [Goethe's] notion of nature itself remained ambiguous, he roo 
often s lipped from the original phenomenon as archetype to s imple 
nature in  the sense of a model. This way of seeing would never have 
imposed i tself if Goethe had moved away from equivocation , had 
d iscerned that the field of art is the only one where, as ideals, original 
phenomena can be intu itively grasped in an adequate way, whereas, in  
the  scientific order, the idea that represents them, though i t  may 
elucidate the object of perception, can never transform i t  into intuition . 
Far from preexist ing art, original phenomena reside in  art. On principle, 
they must never serve as standards . (G.S . . 1 :  1 48) 

Imprisoned by his concept of nature, Goethe £1.1ls prey to the "de
monic, "  to astrology, superst i t ion, and the anxiety attached to them: 
"Anxiety is the price mythic humani ty pays for frequenting demonic forces" 
(G.S. , 1 : 1 5 1 ) . This theme continued to grow in  force and extension  i n  
Benjamin 's thinking. 1 9  Far from being l imited t o  the Gern1any o f  the 
romantics, i t  appl ied to h istory as a whole, placed under the s ign  of the 
mythic eternal return and the phantasmagoria of rnodern consciousness . It 
applied i n  particular to the Paris of the ni neteenth century as i t  was 
described by Baudelai re and Auguste Blanqui :  "Blanqui 's cosmic specula
t ion , "  wrote Benjamin  in 1 929 ,  " inc�udes this lesson: that humanity wi l l  
be prey to a mythic anxiety to the extent that the phantasmagoria occupy 
a place" (G.S. , 5 : 1 2 56). There is no deliverance from this anxiety except 
"redemption in  eternal l i fe" (G.S. , 1 :  1 54). Benjamin 's later d ialectical 
material ism did not change very much in this deep conviction, except that 
it invested all the qual it ies of rel igious eterni ty in the historical present, the 
"now" of action. 

According to Benjamin's impressive analysis ,  Goethe dedicated his las t  
works to  mythic powers, to  "the poet's struggle to  escape from the c ircle 
where mythology claimed to enclose him" (G. S. , 1 : 1 64). Like Holderl in ,  
Goethe became the slave of li terature. In h is last works , beginning with 
Elective Affinities, he reached the summit of his art. The key i s  provided in  
a short novella inserted i nto the novel that , by way of contrast ,  reveals the 
true values that rhe novel 's characters know nothing about. Once more, 
d ivine violence attests to authenticity and true love; the characters i n  the 
novel la are unacquainted with the modern ideas that destroy those in  the 
novel . "In fact ," writes Benjarn in ,  
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when the young man chooses to dive in to save the young girl, while far 
from obeying the instructions of destiny, he still does nor perform a truly 
free act .  In the novel , the chimerical quest for freedom condemns the 
heroes to an evil fare; the characters in the novella are si tuated beyond 
freedom, beyond destiny; their courageous decis ion is enough ro break 
rhe circle of a destiny ready ro enclose them, enough to unmask a freedom 
that would have led them to the nothingness of choice . (G.S. , 1 :  1 7 0) 

8 1  

In short , " in  the face of the mythic themes of the novel, the corresponding 
motifs of the novella must be considered redemptive themes" (G.S. , 1 :  1 7 1 ). 
The l ife of i ts characters is real life ,  in  opposi tion to the confused and 
degraded l ife of the novel's characters . 

Such a bias agai nst modern i ty can hardly be justified . I s  i t  t ruly the 
"chimerical quest for freedom" that dest roys the characters and the 
"nothingness of choice" that stands in sol idari ty with the break with 
ancestors ,  ri tual , and tradit ion? Is it not, rather, i ndecision, half-measures , 
and disavowed and cowardly des ire over which moderni ty has no privi
lege? In  opposing trad i tion and the divine violence of a "courageous 
decis ion" to an i l l-conceived freedom applied not to publ ic l i fe but to 
one 's love l ife-over which the law in  fact loses its power-Benjamin 
seems to be hurl ing abuse at himself, the modern man who knows nothi ng 
of tradit ion and who has fallen prey to a si tuation comparable to that of 
the characters in the novel .  Neverthe less , there is noth ing to i ndicate that 
the return to trad i tion was wi thin h is  grasp, nor that it is with in ours ;  
there is  noth ing that allows us to say that the _!!!:!]!_'ell problem evoked by 
Elective Affinities is elucidated in any decisive manner. The " redemption" 
that i s  here the ant i thesis  of myth appears no less i rrational than the 
behavior of those who, bel ieving they are free ,  fall  prey to myth .  The 
"decision" reached in response to catastrophe and miracle, through a 
gesture of sovereign violence as i t  is conceived in  "Critique ofViolence"
the tragic or i rremediable outcome that is barely averred on several 
occasions in the novella-could no more be erected into an example or a 
rule than can the ambigui ty that characterizes the behavior of the novel 's 
characters ; both condit ions are parr of the same unstable universe and offer 
no answer that is val id for al l .  In presen ting redemption as a miracle, 
Ben jamin  deprives it of all moral exemplari ty. 

Th e B e a u tifu l, App ea ra n ce, th e In exp ress i v e  

As h e  often does when h e  finds himself confronted with the inextricable 
forest of a mythical universe,20 Benjam in invokes reason-an i ncorruptible 
lucid i ty, a sobriety that res ists all seduction-in raising the question of 
beauty in relation to ElertitJe Affinities: "To confront i t ,  we need a courage 
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which, from the safety of i ndestructible reason, can abandon i tself to i ts 
prodigious, magical beauty" (G.S. , 1 :  1 80). 

According to Benjamin, we must be convinced of the beauty of the 
character Otti lie-a beauty that moves beyond the framework of the epic 
form and approaches the field of painting-in order to participate i n  
Goethe's novel (G.S. , 1 : 1 78-179). "With Elective Affinities, the demonic 
principles of incantatory magic irrupt in the li terary work itself. What is 
evoked is never anything but appearance, that beauty incarnated in  Ottilie" 
(G.S. , 1 : 1 79). And, according to Benjamin, beauty "in i ts pure state, " 
appearance evoked by incantation, represents a danger for the work of art , 
which, in  his view, has the role of liberating us from the mythic forces that 
appearance participates in and of leading us toward truth .  There is an 
opposition between the incantatory "formula" that creates appearances out 
of chaos and artistic form that, through rational enchantment, momentarily 
transforms chaos into a universe. No work of art , writes Benjamin ,  "has the 
right to elicit a living appearance without conjuri ng it away; i f  not, i t  
becomes pure appearance and ceases to be a work of  art" (G.S., 1 : 1 8 1 ). 

In reaching that l imit where Goethe, fascinated by the powers of myth, 
almost succumbs and betrays the imperatives of art, Benjamin,  as he often 
does, turns to the philosophy of Holderlin, the surest guarantor of h is  
philosophy of art. As in Der Begriff der Kunstkritik, the reason defended by 
Holderlin once more bears the name of "Western, Junian sobriety" (G.S. , 
1 :  1 82);  here� it is nor simply the affirmation of the force of the Idea, but the 
destruction of the aura that surrounds the beautiful appearance of myth . 
What Holderlin-in reference to the "tragic transport" or the movement 
of the passions that leads to catastrophe for the characters in tragedy-calls 
"caesura, pure speech, the counter-rhythmic interruption" (G·.s. , 1 : 1 8 1 ), 
Benjamin calls "the inexpressive" (G.S. , 1 : 1 8 1  ), that which i n  a work of art 
is without expression and is hence reflective in nature. In other words, it is 
the moment of mutism in tragedy-or in any work of art--the moment of 
a vi rtual raising of consciousness that awaits the critic's explicit explanation. 
As Benjamin explains : "What suspends appearance, conjures away move
ment, and interrupts harmony is the i nexpressive" (G.S. ,  1 : 1 8 1 ). But the 
reason invoked by Benjamin against the beauti ful appearance takes on the 
trai ts of masculine rigor calling feminine ambiguity back to the moral order. 
And the role of art, and of criticism, once more evokes a divine violence 
invested with moral authori ty: 

By interrupting with an imperative word a woman who is t&ning to 
subterfuge, we can wrench the truth from her at the very moment of the 
interruption; hence, the inexpressive forces the quivering harmony to 
suspend its movement and, through the protest i t  emits ,  confers eternity 
on this quivering. Thus eternalized, the beautiful is forced to justify 
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itself, but precisely in that justification , it  now seems interrupted, and 
ir owes the eterni ty of i ts content ro the grace of that protest .  The 
inexpressive is the critical power that can, if not separate appearance and 
essence in  art, then ar least prevent them from becoming confused. It is 
endowed with this power because it is moral speech. It manifests the 
sublime power of the true as that power defi nes the language of the real 
world according to the laws of the moral world . (G.S. , 1 :  1 8 1)  

83 

This model for the relation between art and life is , not accidently, 
designated by the term "sublime." For Benjamin, there is no artistic beauty 
that is not founded on the sublimity of truth. Truth, the ultimate cri terion of 
aesthetic validity, does not seem to be accessible except in an authoritarian and 
violent way, through an action of breaking and entering. That is the reason 
Benjamin defines it not in discursive but in theological terms. This t ruth 
cannot convince; like the Kantian sublime, it forces one's hand through its 
energy, through violent emotion, and through its claim to obviousness. 
Although this kind of truth is conceivable in the realm of the vital illusions 
that the psychiatrist dissolves by bringing them to light ,  in the areas where 
moral , legal, or moral conflicts between adults are decided , where different 
claims confront one another, claims whose arguments must be weighed against 
one another, it can only take t-he form of authori tarian violence. 

Beginning with his philosophy of language, Benjamin is led to admit 
only one truth despi te the divers i ty of works of art , a truth that reveals the 
nature of mythic existence in relation to which art and criticism have a 
therapeutic role. This truth has a dual status: that of disillusionment and 
that of radical authenticity. A work of art is aesthetically val id or successful 
to the extent that it leads the reader toward that truth by destroying the 
beautiful appearance. For Benjamin,  there is no properly aesthetic criterion 
for the value of art. Nor, as a result, is there any place for a diversity of 
interpretations. The central truth that has to be recognized also monopolizes 
meaning .  For Benjamin, admitting that there might be many interpreta
tions of a work would entail conferring the status of mythic ambiguity on 
art; but such an admission is i nevitable only to the extent that there exists 
no access to truth independent of art, and therefore, to the extent that true 
art must be stripped of all ambiguity. 

Nevertheless, Benjamin  does not confine himself to a criticism founded 
on disil lusion; he makes an effort to redeem rhe appearance of the beautiful , 
by l inking the beauty of l ife to the beauty of art: 

All that is essent ial ly beaut iful is li nked to appearance, in a constant and 
essential way, but at infini tely varied degrees. That l ink reaches i ts 
highest point wherever l ife is most manifest ,  and in this case precisely, 
in the dual aspect of an appearance thar triumphs or is snuffed our. For 
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every l iving thing escapes the domain of essential beauty in  relation to 
how advanced i ts nature is; in i rs form, essential beauty is thus manifested 
more clearly as appearance. (G.S. , 1 :  1 94) 

Hence, accord ing to Benjamin,  the l iving body in i ts nudi ty is not 
beautiful but, rather, sublime, and in this sense it escapes the domain of 
essential beauty. 2 1 That said-and this is where Benjamin  moves from 
living beauty to the beauty of art , in the name of an identi ty based on the 
order of the creature-even " in  the least living reality, as soon as something 
i s  essentially beautiful ,  there is somethi ng of pure appearance in i t .  And 
that is the case for any work of art-music bei ng the art that is the least 
affected" (G.S. , 1 : 1 94). 

Benjamin seeks to provide evidence for the kinship between l iving 
beauty, founded in the sublimity of Creation , and artistic beauty, founded 
in the sublimity of truth. In  both cases , it is a matter of establ ish ing that 
the beautiful cannot be reduced to appearance, even though appearance is 
essential to it. The appearance of art does not encompass its essence, which 
"refers ,  much more profoundly, to what i n  the work of art can be defined as 
the very oppos i te of appearance: the inexpressive, that which, outside that 
contrast, can nei ther have a place in art nor be named without equivocation" 
(G.S. , 1 : 1 94) .  The fact remains that the i nexpress ive or the sublime in  i tself 
cannot institute artistic beauty, which is thus ind issociable from appearance. 
That is why Benjamin-once more for reasons that are ultirnately theologi
cal22 and far removed from the motives that lead Nietzsche to give prece
dence to appearance-makes an effort to redeem the element of appearance 
without which there could be no beauty: "The beautiful  is essentially 
beautiful as long as it maintains an appearance" (G.S. , 1 :  1 94). For appear
ance is our access to truth .  Accord ing to Benjamin,  without it there is  
neither the revelation of truth nor-as we shall see-hope. As a result, 
cri ticism i tself must respect appearances . Appearance is the vei l of beauty, 
"for i ts very essence forces beauty to appear only vei led" (G.S. , 1 :  1 94). This 
essence is i ts theological kernel ,  which Benjam in terms the mystery inherent 
in beauty. Beauty therefore, cannot be unveiled : 

Beauty is not an appearance, it is not the vei l  that would cover another 
reality . . . .  Beauty is neither the vei l  nor the vei led , but the object itself 
beneath the vei l .  Unveiled ,  that object would remain forever lost to 
appearance. Hence that very ancient idea that unveil ing transforms what 
is unveiled , that the veiled thing will not remain "adequate to i tself' 
except in i rs veil ing. In the case of the beautiful,  we must go further and 
say that unveiling is i tself impossible. That is  the guid ing idea of any art 
crit ic ism . The role of criticism is not to l ift the veil ,  but rather, in 
knowing it as  such i n  the most exact manner, to rise ro the true i ntuition 
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of the beautiful .  . . .  The intuition of the beautiful is mystery . . . .  It is 
in mystery that the divine ontological foundation of beaury l ies .  (G.S. , 
1 : 1 95 )  

85 

This metaphysical conception of the beautiful applies the concept of 
appearance that is borrowed from the theological conception of human 
beauty to the work of art, i nasmuch as the work of art reveals a sublime 
ground of truth. In this way, Benjamin bel ieves he is accounting for the 
non-unveilable character of appearance better than did Nietzsche.  Never
theless , he conserves the Platonic judgment of what is only appearance, 
i l lusion, make-believe. Artistic appearance is legit imate in Benjamin's view 
inasmuch as i t  is the only way that the e.rsenre of beauty, its d ivine mystery, 
can manifest i tself. Hegel says nearly the same thing when he asserts that 
the Idea must appear or that it must attai n a sensible manifestarion. 23 

Conversely, in defiance of the romantic and Nietzschean subversion of 
the Hegel ian scheme of a beauty founded on transcendental truth, Benjamin  
remains faithful to the theological ground of his thought, but h e  abandons 
the idea of giving an autonomous foundation to the aesthetic sphere, as he 
had promised in the appendix to Der Begrilf der Kunstkritik. Through the 
Goethean concept of the ideal , Benjamin returns to a conception of art and 
of the beautiful that conforms to metaphys ical tradition. 

After Benjamin,  the question arises of whether i t  is possible to ground 
the aesthetic val id i ty of the work of art in a radically nonmetaphysical and 
atheological way. In other words, can-or, must not--what is  "beautiful" 
or aesthetically val id in a work of art be made expl ici t  i ndependently from 
"divine mystery" ? That formulation implies that it  is necessary ro d issociate 
artistic beauty and human or natural beauty, to which the question of 
"val idi ty" cannot be applied ;  at most, we can recognize in it a conformi ty 
to a canon that is also culturally establ ished . At the same time, we need to 
distinguish what, in a work of art, is tied to the artist 's rel igious conceptions 
and what can or must be conceived independent of a metaphysical idea of 
the beautiful, despi te the fact that tradi tional art, and even modern art to a 
great extent, rests largely on religious or metaphys ical conceptions. What 
is  derived from art itself may be foreign to these conceptions . 

The very concept of representation, detached from i ts metaphysical use 
as a substi tute for the pronouncements of doctrine, might have l ed Benjamin  
to  abandon the analogy between human beauty and artistic beauty: In  the 
work of art, everything is an act of showing, emphasizing, and demonstrat
'ing ,  j ust as in criticism everything is interpretation, reconstruction, and 
completion . What appears in the work of art is rhe material configuration 
of the semiotic structure whose signs are to be deciphered and interpreted ; 
what appears in human beauty is nor made to be interpreted but resides 
within i tself and can at the very most indicate the presence of a trait that 
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must nevertheless be proven through actions . There is nothing that allows 
us to ground an artist 's vision in a transcendental power, however sublime 
the work might be; the sublime is a l imit ing case of the human faculty for 
representation, the case where human faculties test their  l imits .  

Even in  i rs i nevitable loss, Benjamin,  with Goethe, proposes to  redeem 
the being of appearance. Elective Affinities' "caesura," the " inexpressive" 
moment of i ts truth is, according to Benjamin, " the moment when the 
lovers, embracing each other, seal their ruin:  'Hope passed over their heads 
l ike a star fall ing from the sky. ' Obviously, they do not see it fall ,  and Goethe 
could not have indicated more dearly that the ult imate hope is only such 
for beings for whom one hopes, not for those who themselves hope" (G.S. , 
1 :200). This ingenious interpretation, which also recalls Benjamin's com
mentary on Baudelaire's Le jeu (Illuminations, 1 80), cannot hide the fact that 
the fall ing star is inscribed within the context of Goethe's superstit ious 
beliefs ,  his myth of nature and destiny, which Benjamin has here transfig
ured . It  is nonetheless in the name of this d is interested sign of hope that 
Benjamin  redeems aesthetic appearance: "Hence, in the end, hope j ustifies 
the appearance of reconcil iation, and that is the only case where we cannot 
say, with Plato, that it is absurd to wish for the appearance of the Good. For 
the appearance of redemption can be, and even must be, wished for; it alone 
is the dwell ing place of hope at i ts  highest degree" (G.S. , 1 : 200). Benjamin 
recognizes in  this "our hope for the redemption of all the dead,"  addi ng :  "It 
i s  the only right of that fai th in immortality whose fla1ne could not arise 
from contact with our own existence" (G.S. , 1 :200). And he concludes with 
this expression, which , i n  i ts gnomic form, anticipates the "Theses on the 
Philosophy of l-Iistory": "Only for the hopeless was hope given to us" (G.S. , 
1 :20 1 ). In the "Theses on the Philosophy of His tory" as well ,  hope has no 
raison d 'etre except to gather together and redeern the memories of the 
vanquished and of those who fai led . It is only in this late text that Benjamin 
will make explicit the ethic of sol idari ty that underlies the essay on Goethe. 

To judge by the final sentence of his essay, Benjamin sees the "beauty" 
of Elective Affinities as resting on a narration that pushes generosi ty to the 
point of an extremely moral disinterest .  The narrator, both i ronic and 
moved, painting a situat ion he knows is desperate, catches a glimpse, 
beyond the moving i llusion of the characters , of the entire meaning that i s  
h i s  to  see in  this world . The hope that the fall ing s tar symbolizes, perceived 
only by the narrator, has no object: It is self-sufficient. Rejecting the 
Christian mysticism made explicit at the end of Elective Affinities, Benjamin 
concedes the force of mystery only to the representation given of hope in the 
fall ing star. According to him,  that is where the truth content of l iterature 
resides :  i n  what the writer cannot say d iscursively. Such a redemption of 
appearance beyond the imperative for sobriety and the destruction of any 
false aura is never�heless not indispensable for Benjamin 's aesthetics .  It has 
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l i ttle place i n  the theory of allegory that is set out in h is principal work: The 
Origin of German Tragic Drama. 

THE O R Y  O F  TRA GI C  D R A MA 

In h i s  two principal critical early texts , Benjamin undertakes to  submi t  the 
history of modern l i terature to a profound revision in the name of a 
philosophical position. The essay on Goethe seeks to wrench a too-well
known work from the false familiarity surrounding i t ;  the work on tragic 
drama attempts to restore a forgotten and repressed part of history to the 
German l iterary consciousness: "The renewal of the l iterary heritage of 
Germany, which began with romanticism, has , even today, hardly touched 
baroque literature" (Origin, 48). This  is a radical movement in Benjamin's 
approach, a new stage in his d istancing from the romantic aesthetic. As he 
wri tes in a letter to his friend Scholem in 1 9 1 8-speaking both of his own 
writings on baroque drama, drafted in 1 9 1 6, and of a text by h is friend on 
"the lament and . . .  mourning" in the Hebrew tradi tion-it is as a Jew that 
Benjamin feels his solidari ty with the accursed share of li terature: 

As a Jew, the inherent code, the "completely autonomous order" of the 
lament  and of mourning, became obvious to me. Without reference to 
Hebrew l iterature, which, as I now know, is the proper subject of such 
an analysis , I applied the fol lowing question to the Trauerspiel in a short 
essay entitled "Die Bedeutung der Sprache in Trauerspiel und Tragodie" 
[The meaning of language in Y,·auer.rpiel and tragedy} : "How can lan
guage as such fulfill  itself in mourning and how can it  be rhe expression 
of mourn ing?" (Correspondence, 1 20 ,  letter of 30 March 1 9 1 8  [?}) 

Mourning for a world that, after the loss of names , has fallen into the 
confusion of abstract meanings; sol idari ty with the accursed share of Ger
man l iterature, which , in i ts cult of mourning,  is close to 1-Iebrew lamen
tation-such are the two principal motivations that led Benjamin to choose 
the Trauer.rpiel as a subject for his Habilitation dissertation. 

In the name of a vision of the world that seems to hirn more compre
hensive and more universal , Benjamin opposes a new h ierarchy to the 
privi leged status awarded phi losophical systems, tragedy, and the artistic 
symbol in German thought. He contrasts tragedy and tragic drama, as two 
" ideas" opposed in their historical and religious anchorage. The modern 
tension between Western religions s ince the Reformation, as he perceives 
it i n  studies of the German sociology of rel igion, serves as an introduction 
to the particular si tuation of tragic drama vis-a-vis a d isenchanted world . 
Benjamin explores this backdrop through the concepts of secularization and 
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spatialization;/ concepts that he borrowed from Max Weber and Henri 
Bergson and through which he defines the horizon of modernity within 
which tragic drama is inscribed. Understood in this way, tragic drama is 
devoted to the gaze of melancholia, as Albrecht Di.irer had engraved it  a 
century before the advent of that dramatic form. 

Trea  lise, Tragic  D ra m a, A llego ry 

The concept of origin that organizes the interpretation requires the resto
ration of the original force, i ntensity, and authenticity through which a work 
or a form imposes an idea, a coherent way of representing the world and 
setting forth a truth. In every historical constellation that summons it ,  this 
idea, always threatened by the inertia of tradirioil, is  waiting to be reactu
alized in its original force. Aware of the fact that German tragic drama, 
unlike Elective Affinities, does not offer the crit ic the opportunity to analyze 
an immortal masterpiece, Benjamin proposes to grasp "the metaphysics of 
this form" (Origin, 48). This entails starting from scratch and constructing 
what no completed work provides . For, despite an artistic inadequacy, there 
resides in German tragic drama as form a truth that Benjamin seeks to save: 

No sovereign genius imprinted his personal ity on this form. And yet 
here is the centre of gravity of every baroque T·rauerspiel. The individual 
poet is supremely indebted to i t  for h is ach ievements within it ,  and h is 
individual l imitat ion does not detract from its depth. (Origin, 49) 

Benjamin thus refers only occasionally to a particular baroque tragic drama, 
embracing instead the not ion of constructing its idea, which was never 
realized yet is sti l l  the bearer of a profound "truth content" :  "The idea of a 
form . . .  is no less alive than any concrete work whatever. Indeed, in  
comparison wi th  some of  the efforts of  the baroque, the forrn of  the 
Trauerspiel is  much the richer" (Origin, 49 ,  translation modified). The 
mediocre works even reveal the underlying formal  s tructure better than 
perfect works, which always exceed any determinate genre: 

The l i fe of the form is not identical with that of the works which are 
determined by it ,  indeed the c larity with which i t  is expressed can 
sometimes be in inverse proportion ro the perfection of a Literary work; 
and the form i tself becomes evident precisely in the lean body of the 
inferior work , as i ts skeleton so to speak. (Origin, 58)  

Just as Benjamin takes l iberties with these historical phenomena, these 
baroque dramas,  in order to draw out an idea or an underlying signifying 



1 .  A es th e t i cs of th e S u b U m e  89 

structure, it must be possible to distinguish between the theological 
foundations of the Benjaminian philosophy of language and the descriptive 
contribution of his structural analyses of baroque drama and allegory. 

Throughout the three parts of The Origin of German Tragic Drama, 
Benjamin attacks three pillars of nineteenth-century German culture: the idea 
of a deductive system, disparaged in the "epistemo-cri rical prologue" ; the 
canonical status of tragedy (at the top of the poetic hierarchy of German 
idealism), which is declared unrealizable in the present; and , in romanticism 
and German ideal ism, the idea of a reconciliation in the beautiful of the 
sensible and the suprasensible. Benjamin opposes to these, respectively, the 
treatise, or esoteric essay, as the anticipation of doctrine; tragic drama, or 
Trauerspiel; and allegory. These three terms-treatise, Trauerspiel, and alle
gory-as they are opposed to the immanent mddels of a culture marked by 
the ideali zation of Greece, are defined in their relation to transcendence; they 
are founded in a rel igious vision, that of medieval Christianity, but Benjamin 
also recognizes h i s  own Judaism in them. The Origin of German Tragic Drama 

/develops as a function of this �-��!12.��l!dence, � theory of genre (ref!e_xi� �nd 
I .. -· .. . ... ------------ - ----- --- >''.. .. . ----- ----- . . . . . - --- . .. i l i terary genres) and 'of modes of symbolization (symbol and allegory), a theory 
\ that is both normative and historical . It is normative inasmuch as it establishes 

a hierarchy and historical inasmuch as it rests on a· phi losophy of history. 
Despite the complex form of the argument , which continually accelerates i n  
composing a mosaic based on  the most diverse aspecrs , the internal structure 
ofT he Origin ofGel7nan Tragic Drama is relatively simple. It rel ies on schemata 
elaborated in  1 9 1 6  in "On Language as Such" and on the conceptions sketched 
in Der Begriff der Ktmstkritik and in  "Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften. " Here 
again, artistic "beauty," however tenuous and fragi le in this case, rest on a truth 
content that is theological in nature. 

Tragedy as  Ago n a l  Prop h ecy 

From the end of the eighteenth century until the middle of the twentieth, 
every self-respecting German aesthetician was required to have at his 
d isposal a theory of the d ifference between ancient and modern tragedy i n  
order t o  demonstrate, despite differences in  structure, the legi timacy of 
modern tragedy. Next to the theory of the novel , that was the principal issue 
i n  this new qliere!le between Ancients and Moderns . Through the question 
of tragedy, German cul ture posed the problem-insoluble on the polit ical 
plane unti l the twent ieth century-of how to legitimate the Luciferian 
revolt of those modern individuals who broke with the traditional laws of 
rhe communi ty and whose hubris was punished by the immutable order of 
ancient society. From this perspective, Benjamin 's original i ty is confined to 
a more radical different iat ion, which denies any specifically tragic character 
to modern drama as it  developed from Shakespeare and Pedro Calderon. 
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Benjamin's attitude toward tragedy is extraordinarily positive; what he 
rejects is the claim by an epigonic aesthetics that an authentically tragic 
creation can resurface in the present. Like Hegel and like the early Lukacs
whose Metaphysics of Tragedy Benjamin cites at length, while neglecting his 
Theory of the Nf;ve/, which is even closer to The Origin of German Tragic 
Drama-Benjamin sees artistic forms as part of a "philosophy of history" 
(Origin, 1 02). To be more precise, for Benjamin-this is also implicit i n  
Lukacs-they are part of  a "philosophy of  religion" (Origin, 1 04). Opposing 
the vain efforts to "present the tragic as something universally human," he 
underscores "the simple fact that modern theater has nothing to show which 
remotely resembles the tragedy of the Greeks" (Origin, 1 0 1 ). According to 
Benjamin, tragedy is linked to a precise moment of history, that of "agonal 
prophecy." 

Against the moralizing interpretation of German idealism, against 
N ietzsche's aesthetic that, according to Benjamin ,  does not really engage in 
cri ticism but confines i tself to s idestepping i t, against contemporary 
epigones, Benjamin erects a theory of tragedy inspired by Lukacs, by 
Rosenzweig, and by the ideas of a friend , Florens Christian Rang (Correspon
dence, 233-234). Benjamin begins by borrowing from Hegel the historical 
schema claiming that tragedy presents a struggle between the ancient gods 
and the gods to come, a struggle in which the tragic hero is sacrificed. He 
i ntroduces his own idea of the prophetic nature of tragedy, as explained in  
"Fate and Character" : Tragedy i s  the first  manifestation of the genius of 
humanity within a mythical universe. He then draws on Nietzsche, Rosen
zweig, and Lukacs for evidence of the nature of the tragic hero, his contained 
mutism, the delimitat ion of his l ife by his death. Finally, he develops Rang's 
ideas on the pragmatic origin of the tragic process ,  which i s  l inked to the 
j uridical procedure of ancient Greece. 

According to Benjamin, tragedy is founded on myth, nor on history, 
which, in  contrast, is a determining factor for the Trauerspiel (Origin, 62). 
Tragedy is l inked to prehistoric heroism. It represents a break in the absence 
of orientation that still characterizes the epic. 24 In "Fate and Character," 
Benjamin had already proposed the central idea regarding the nature of the 
tragic-that of humanity's new consciousness of pagan gods, a consciousness 
so new that it deprives human beings of speech. It consists i n  making the 
tragie hero, through the mere force of his gesture, the mute "prophet" of a 
message that accords with that of the biblical tradition (Origin, 1 1 8). Such a 
mutism can be represented only in the register of speech, without which there 
is no tragedy. This idea is explained by the Hegelian idea of tragic sacrifice, 
which is both beginning and end-the end of the "ancient law of the 
Olympians," the beginning of the " life of the, as yet unborn, community": 
"The tragic death . . .  offers up the hero to the unknown god as the first fruits 
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of a new harvest of humanity" (Origin. 1 07 , translation slightly modified) .  
This i s  an agonal prophecy i nasmuch as , arriving at  the akm�, it  is articulated 
only through the mute struggle of the protagonists who do not know the 
language of the new god : "In the presence of the suffering hero the community 
learns reverence and gratitude for the word with which his death endowed 
i t-a word which shone out in another place as a new gift whenever the poet 
extracted some new meaning from the legend" (Origin, 109). 

The epigonic theory c laims that the tragic i s  a universal human 
content. Nietzsche's The Birth of Tragedy opposes that idea. Benjamin  sees 
the importance ofNietzsche's book i n  i ts underscoring of the i ncompatibil
i ty between the tragic spi ri t and democratic culture. Nietzsche saw the l ink 
that attached tragedy to the hero's myths and age, but he could not take 
advantage of his discoveries because of his "Schopenhauerian and Wagnerian 
metaphys ics" : for Nietzsche, tragic myth " is a purely aesthetic creation" 
(Origin, 1 02) .  

Nonetheless , Benjamin  does not return to a moralizing criticism . f-Ie 
disputes an "apparently unchallengeable prejudice . . . .  This is the assumption 
that the act ions and attitudes encountered in fictional characters may be used 
in the discussion of moral problems in a similar way to an anatomical model" 
(Origin, 1 04). Moral phenomena are not reproducible in a work of art, qui te 

. simply because "fictional characters exist only in l iterature" (Origin, 105). In 
j other words, "the human figure in  l iterature, indeed in art as  such, differs from 

--7t the human figure in  reali ty" (Origin, 105); according to Benjamin,  that is one 
\ of the i mplications of the biblical prohibition on making graven images: It 

"obviates any suggestion that the sphere in which the moral essence of man 
is perceptible can be reproduced" (Origin, 1 05). That is why the moral content 
of tragedy must not be grasped "as i ts last word, but as one aspect of i ts integral 
truth: that is to say in terms of the philosophy of history" (Origin, 1 05 ,  
translation modified). Benjamin's approach consists i n  cri ticizing and com
menting on the work of art as  a function of its truth content, which stems 
from a "philosophy of history or of rel igion."  

1-Iowever convi nci ng this  cri tique of a moralizing or purely aesthetic
a radical ly amoral-approach to tragedy, the ph ilosophy of h istory is not 
the only way to avoid a reductive read ing.  Diderot, for example, i ndicated 
the peculiar status of morali ty in the work of art , but he d id  not have to 
resort to a phi losophy of h istory or to religious considerations . "There is 
nothing sacred for the poet,"  he wrote, " not even vi rtue, which he r idicules 
i f  the person and the moment require i t  . . . .  Has he i ntroduced a villain?  
This villai n  is odious to  you  . . . .  Let us  j udge the poems and leave aside the 
persons . "25 In this case, aesthetic autonomy changes the status of any moral 
phenomenon. It is not the philosophy of h istory that wil l  reveal the truth 
of the work but ,  rather, the ever-renewed interpretation of a work as a 
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function of a present horizon, s ince i t  is always open to being reactualized 
i n  diverse contexts. 

In the end, Benjamin owes the elements of an anti juridical interpreta
tion of Greek tragedy in terms of law to his friend Florens Christian Rang. 26 

"Here, as always," wri tes Benjamin,  "the most fruitful layer of metaphysical 
i nterpretation is to be found on the level of the pragmatic" (Origin, 1 1 7). 
The d ialogue between the accuser and the accused ; the chorus of j urors; the 
tribunal that prescribes the unity of place, t ime, and (jud icial) action in 
tragedy-all l ie wait ing to reveal what escapes the--demonic, accordi ng to 
Benjamin-nature of the law: 

The important and characteristic feature of Athen ian law is the 
Dionysian outburst, the fact that the intoxicated , ecstatic word was able 
to transcend the regular perimeter of the agon, that a h igher justice was 
vouchsafed by the persuasive power of living speech than from the trial 
of opposed factions, by combat with weapons or prescribed verbal forms. 
The practice of the trial by ordeal is d isrupted by the freedom of the logos. 
This is the ultimate affinity between trial and tragedy in  Athens . The 
hero's word , on those isolated occasions when it breaks through the rigid 
armour of the self, becomes a cry of protest . . . .  But if in the mind of the 
dramatist the myth constitutes a negotiation , his work is at one and the 
same time a depict ion and a revision of the proceed ings. (Origin, 1 1 6) 

There is, in addi tion, the satyric drama, which, at the end of each cycle 
of Greek tragedy, i s  "an expression of the fact that the elan of comedy is  the 
only proper preparation for, or react ion to, the non liq;.tet of the represented 
trial" (Origin, 1 1 7) .  Dionysus, the logos, the cry of revolt ,  poetry, and the 
comic are so many objections to the autonomy of the law that, as early as 
"Critique of Violence," Benjamin sees as incapable of dispens ing j ust ice. 

R efo rm a tio n ,  Co u n te r  Refo r m a tio n ,  
a n d  jewish Messia n ism 

I t  i s  on  the foundation of this theory of tragedy that  Benjamin  attempts to 
bring out the religious structure of baroque tragic drama. In the first place ,  
he rediscovers " the spirit" of the baroque, before specify ing the formal 
peculiarities of theater at that time. In a sense, tragedy is superior to t ragic 
drama, in  which no character attains the moral greatness of the tragic hero: 
whereas the central character of tragedy is a king of the heroic age, that of 
tragic drama is an absolute tyrant .  

Benjamin i nsistently designates the Counter Reformation as the source 
for this conception of sovereignty, in which , l ike Carl Schmi tt ,  he believes 
he can perceive a particular profundi ty of pol it ical analys is : 
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This extreme doctrine of princely power had irs origins in the counter
reformation, and was more intelligent and more profound than its 
modern version. Whereas the modern concept of sovereignty amounts 
to a supreme executive power on the part of rhe prince, the baroque 
concept emerges from a d iscussion of the stare of emergency, and makes 
it the most important function of the prince to avert this. (Ot·igin, 65 )27 

93 

The reason for this preference for the doctrine of rhe Counter Refor
mation is easy to understand, if we recall the "Critique of Violence. "  The 
tyrant's boundless power is the extreme form of absolute evil ,  which, i n  
Benjamin's view, i ncarnates the essence ofhisrory defined as mythic destiny. 
The goal of Benjamin's book is to break the spel l of this destiny by 
remembering the origin,  to show that the form of tragic drama ultimately 
represents the subversion of this earthly destiny. Benjamin's intention is 
thus the oppos ite of Schmitt 's :  Schmitt was an ultraconservative j urist who 
would later place his expertise in  the service of National Socialism. B ur a 
pecul iar complicity unites these two men; Benjamin needs the most cynical 
theory of the pol itical, understood as the truth of the poli t ical in general , 
to introduce his messianic idea on this foundation : "Nature is Messianic by 
reason of i ts eternal and total passing away. To strive after such a passing ,  
even for those stages of  man that are nature, i s  the task of  world pol itics , 
whose method must be called nihi lism" ("Theologico-Polit ical Fragment,"  
i n  Reflections, 3 1 3) .  

It is from this perspective that history is transformed into the "history 
of nature,"  the bl ind process that escapes human actions .  Benjarnin redis
covers in tragic drama an analogous perspective that explains i ts immediate 
affinity with that universe: 

The rel igious man of the baroque era clings so rightly to the world 
because of the feeling that he is being driven along to a cataract with ir .  
The baroque knows no eschatology; and for that very reason it  possesses 
no mechanism by which all earthly th ings are gathered in together and 
exalted before being consigned to their end.  The hereafter is emptied of 
everything which contains the slightest breath of th is world ,  and from 
it the baroque extracts a profusion of things which customarily escaped 
the grasp of artistic formulation and, at its high point, brings them 
violently into the light of day, in order to clear an ultimate heaven, 
enabling it, as a vacuum, one day to destroy the world with catastrophic 
violence. (Origin, 66) 

In this hypothesis, Benjamin rediscovers his own theological nihil ism. 
As the incarnation of the spi ri t  of the Counter Reformation, Schmitt 's 
thought is also " rheological "; not mess ianic, of course, but Catholic. To 
avoid rhe state of emergency, the very task of rhe pol i tical according to the 
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baroque conception, is to realize "the ideal of a complete stabili zation,  an 
ecclesiastical and pol i tical restoration [that} unfolds in all i ts consequences" 
(Origin, 65) .  Like Schmitt-and, later, Michel Foucaulr-Benjamin ,  ex
tremely skeptical toward the democratic aspi rations of modern t imes, 
perceives the political sphere through a schema close to that of the absolute 
power of the baroque age: 

The theological juridical mode of thought, which is so characteristic of 
the century, is an expression of the retarding effect of the over-strained 
transcendental impulse, wh ich underlies all the provocatively worldly 
accents of the baroque. For as an antithesis to the h istorical ideal of 
restoration it  is haunted by the idea of catastrophe. And ir is in  response 
to this antithesis rhar that theory of the stare of emergency is devised. 
(Origin, 6 5-66) 

What is ''expressed '' here is not the intention but ,  rather, the profound 
nature of baroque theory. This vision of history will  also determine Ben
jamin's "Theses on the Phi losophy of History," wri tten in  1 940; in that text, 
history is "one single catastrophe" and "it is [the historian's] task to bring 
about a real state of emergency" (Illmninations, 257 )  i n  order to accelerate 
the messianic upheaval . 

But i f, i n  the last instance, Schmitt and Benjamin find themselves i n  
opposi te camps, the messianic Jew knows he i s  st i l l  l inked to the counter
reformist Cathol ic by a shared skepticism, both toward the Protestant ethic 
and toward the i llusion of a progress created by progressive changes in the 
human condi tion. Max Weber's studies of Protestantism and i ts rationali ty 
constitute the background for Benjamin 's book on baroque drama. 28 Thus, 
when Benjamin disputes Schmitt 's claim by argui ng t hat, " i f  one w ishes to 
explain how the l ively awareness of the s ignificance of the state of emergency, 
which is dominant i n  the natural law of the seventeenth century, d isappears 
i n  the following century, i t  is not . . .  enough s imply to refer to the greater 
pol itical stabi l i ty of the eighteenth century" (Origin, 66), he refers to an 
argument made by Weber: "If it is  true that, 'for Kant . . .  emergency law 
was no longer any law at all , '  that is a consequence of his theological 
rationalism" (Origin, 66). That rational ism no longer permits, among the 
condition for the state of law, the authori tarian break with the law. Weber, 
however, would not have conceded that Kant 's rationalism could be called 
"theological, "  whereas when Benjamin makes the claim, i t  is a term of 
praise. 

For Benjamin,  the d ifference between the baroque drama of Protestant 
i nspiration and that of Catholic i nspiration is not fundamental . I-I is view of 
the rel igious background of baroque drama is that both Protestant drama 
and Catholic drama are deal ing with the same problem of secularizing the 
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form of the medieval "mystery, " a secularization imposed " in  both denomi
nat ions"  (Origin, 79,  translat ion modified): 

I t  was j ust that this century denied them a rel igious fulfil lment, demand
ing of them, or imposing upon them, a secular solution instead . . . .  Of 
all the profoundly d isturbed and divided periods of European history, 
the baroque is the only one which occurred at a t ime when the authority 
of Christiani ty was unshaken . 1-Ieresy, the med iaeval road to revolt,  was 
barred; i n  part precisely because of the vigour with which Christian ity 
asserted i ts authority, but primarily because the ardour of a new secular 
will could nor come anywhere near to expressing i tself in  the heterodox 
nuances of doctrine and conduct. Since therefore neither rebell ion nor 
submission was pract icable in rel igious terms, al l the energy of the age 
was concentrated on a complete revolut ion of the content of l ife, while 
orthodox eccles iast ic forms were preserved . (Origin, 79) 

At the beginning of chapter 3 ,  "Tratterspiel and Tragedy," Benjam i n  
once more turns t o  Max Weber's i nquiry t o  introduce the theme o f  melan
choly. The Weberian thesis of secularization and the disenchantment of the 
world underl ies the description of the modern world as the baroque age 

\ll iscovered i t . 

Sec u la riza tio n a n d  Sp a tia liza tio n  

Benjam in tries to deduce the formal language of baroque drama from " the 
contemplative necess i t ies which are implicit in the conternporary theolog i
cal  s i tuation" (Origin, 81 ) . l-Ienee, he alludes to the impossibil i ty of act ing 
creatively in  an empty world , a world abandoned by God , which results 
from the process of secularization. In  the absence of eschatology, playwrights 
were led to seek, "in a reversion to the bare state of the creature, consolation 
for the renunciation of a state of grace" (Origin, 8 1 ,  translation modified) .  
By  this ,  Benjamin means that the baroque spirit ,  to account for the absence 
of grace in earthly existence, returns to the state of original s in ,  which has 
constituted the human creature ever s ince the expulsion from Paradise. 
I--I istory brings no notable change to that state; i t  continually reproduces 
the same constellations of unhappi ness proper to the creature. Contrary to 
what happens in tragedy, where the hero rises above the state of the creature, 
the baroque accepts the inevi tabil i ty of that state as belonging to human 
nature. At most, i t  allows itself the utopia or idyll of the pastoral , a 
reconcil iation between the creature and bucolic nature . 

By abandoni ng the soteriological perspective of the Middle Ages-the 
hope that the stations of the earthly cross would final ly lead to salvation
and by secularizi ng the history of salvation, the baroque transposes the 
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temporal order onto space. On several occasions, Benjamin returns to the 
Bergsonian theme of a reifying spatialization characteristic of moderni ty :  
"Here, as in other spheres of baroque life ,  what is vi tal is the transposi tion 
of the originally temporal data into a figurative spatial s imultaneity" 
(Origin, 8 1 ). Elsewhere, he underscores the importance of the image of the 
clock for the baroque: 

The image of the moving hand is, as Bergson has shown, essen rial to the 
representation of the non-qualitative, repeatable time of the mathemati
cal sciences. This is the context within which not only the organic l ife 
of man is enacted, but also rhe deeds of the courtier and the action of the 
sovereign who, in  conformity to the occasionalist image of God, is 
constandy intervening directly in the workings of the state so as to 
arrange the data of rhe historical process in a regular and harmonious 
sequence which is, so to speak, spatially measurable. (Origin, 97) 

Analogously, " i f  history is secularized in the setting ,  this is an expression of 
the same metaphysical tendency which simultaneously led, in the exact 
sciences, to the infinitesimal method" (Origin, 92). But,  unlike Bergson ,  
Benjamin does not object to the process of sparial izing time and history; he 
discovers i n  it a symptom that confi rms his theological vision of humani ty 
at the state of the creature. Nothing could save humanity but a catastrophe 
of the messianic type that would reverse the course of history. 

During the baroque age, time and power were reduced to pure mecha
nisms, leaving no i llusion about the Fall from grace i n  earthly existence. 

The German Trauerspiel is taken up entirely with the hopelessness of the 
earthly condition. Such redemption as it knows resides in the depth of 
this destiny i tself rather than in the fulfillment of a d ivine plan of 
salvation . The rejecrion of the eschatology of the religious d rama is 
characteristic of the new drama throughout Europe; nevertheless the rash 
flight into a nature deprived of grace is specifically German. (Origin, 8 1 )  

I n  other words, i t  is specifically Lutheran. It  i s  here that all the ambiguity 
of Benjamin's relation to German baroque drama appears . German baroque 
drama pays a high price for i ts radical iry and "moral" superiority, i ts "less 
dogmatic" character, and B enjamin continually underscores the aesthetic 
superiority of Calderon's theater: "Nowhere but in  Calderon could the 
perfect form of the baroque Trauerspiel be s tudied" (Origin, 8 1 ) . I n  

the d rama o f  Spain, a land o f  Catholic culture i n  which the baroque 
features unfold much more bri l l iantly, clearly, and successfully, the 
conflicts of a state of creation without grace are resolved , by a kind of 
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playful reduction , within the sphere of the courr, whose king proves to 
be a secularized redemptive powe-r. The stretta of the third act, with its 
indirect inclusion of transcendence-as it  were mirrored , crystall ized, or 
in marionette form-guarantees the drama of Calderon a conclusion 
which is superior to that of the German Trcmerspiel. (Origin, 81) 

9 7  

Through i ts playful aspects , Spanish theater puts all i ts weight behind 
the component of play, the Spiel of the Trauerspiel, a component underappre
ciated i n  the German theater of the age but widely appreciated among 
German romantics, who, for that reason,  were not at al l attracted to German 
baroque drama: "To what else d id the romantics ultimately aspire than 
genius ,  decked out in  the gol�L chains of authori ty, reflecting without 
responsibil ity?"  (Origin, 84). Thdr model�wa� Calder6n, -fOrWFiom-rfle · 

prTncepos-s-essecl in miniature the divine power of redemption, the capaci ty 
to transform earthly despair-which Lutheran playwrights accepted with-

· - out reservation-into fai ry tales . Despi te his aesthet ic admiration for the 
Spaniard, Benjamin must rank German baroque drama more highly, s ince, 
i n  the radicality of i ts form, i t  bore a truth content that was essential  i n  his  
eyes. 

Tragi c  D ra m a  a n d  Mela n ch o ly 

The images and figures that tragic drama presents , writes Benjamin,  "are 
dedicated to DUrer's genius of winged M.elancholy. The intense l ife of its 
crude theatre begins in  the presence of this genius" (Origin, 1 58) .  A 
melancholic gaze on the world emptied of i ts rel igious substance consti tutes 
the correlative human subject of tragic drama. This theory of melancholy 
is broadly developed in Weber's inquiries into the Protestant mind and the 
ethic of capital ism. Given the relative mediocrity of German baroque 
dramas , we need to seek Benjami n's interest in  that form in the religious 
radical ism of German Lutherans, which was revealing for the drama of 
modernity i tself. 

Protestantism deprived human action of all i ts meaning.  By reject ing 
"good works as such, and not just their meritorious and penitential character, "  
"human actions were deprived of  all value. Something new arose: an  empty 
world. In Calvinism-for all i ts gloominess-the impossibility of this was 
comprehended and in some measure corrected. The Lutheran faith viewed this 
concession with suspicion and opposed i t" (Origin, 1 38-1 39). In reality, Max 
Weber's analysis does not draw such a hasty conclusion. It observes the birth 
of a professional ethic within Protestant doctrines , wi th career being the site 
of a religious ordeal on earth. But it is only at the end of a long process that 
the Protestant ethic, without being the cause of this change, contributes 
toward transforming the medieval world inro an empty world of cold calcu-
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lation and the (( i ron cage,"29 that is,  into the modern world of work and 
bureaucracy. Weber does not directly attribute this evolution to Luther; he 
underscores Luther's mystical attitude, which entailed a rejection of capital
ism.30 In contrast, we find in Luther's thought the idea of 

the fulfilment of duty in worldly affairs as the highest form which the 
moral act ivity of the individual could assume . . . .  The only way of living 
acceptably to God was not to surpass worldly morality in monastic 
asceticism, but solely through the fulfi lment of the obligations imposed 
upon the ind ividual by his position in the world . That was his call ing.3 1 

Benjamin  is not yet interested in the social meaning 9f the religious 
upheavals of the baroque age .  Lutheranism , he writes , has an anti nomic 
atti tude toward everyday l ife:  Even as i t  rejects "works" or the i mmediate 
manifestation of "love of one's neighbor, " it teaches a severe morali ty for the 
bourgeois conduct of l ife.  In denying "works " 

any special miracu lous spiritual effect, making the soul dependent on 
grace through faith, and making the secular-polit ical sphere a resting 
ground for a life which was only indirectly religious , being intended for 
the demonstration of c ivic virtues , it d id ,  i t  is true, i nsti l into the people 
a strict sense of obedience to duty, bur in its great men it produced 
melancholy. (Origin. 1 38) 

Melancholy and the way it transforms the world i nto a spectacle correspond
i ng to his deepest convictions fascinate Benjamin. In melancholy, he sees a 
revolt of " l ife" i tself against i ts devaluation by an ascetic fai th. Benjamin  
complacently abandons himself to  an erudi te history of  the theory of 
temperaments, and especially of melancholy, beginning with the age of 
Aristotle. Melancholy, a '' rheological" concept (Origin, 1 5  5), is l inked to one 
of the deadly s ins :  " indolence of the heart , or s loth , "  acedia, which consists 
i n  turning away from good works " if they are difficult for rne" (Origin, 1 5 5 ), 
a gesture characteristic of the modern cult of the earthly world . Like the 
tyrant, the courtier-attached to the crown, to royal purple, to the seep..; 
ter-is characterized by this indolence of the heart. But this deadly s in  also 
has a redemptive dimension. The courtier's "unfaithfulness to man is 
matched by a loyal ty to these things to the poi nt of being absorbed i n  
contemplative devotion to them. Only i n  this hopeless loyalty t o  the 
crearurely, and to the law of i ts l ife, does the concept of guil t  behi nd this 
behaviour attain i ts adequate fulfillment" (Origin, 1 5 6, translation modi
fied). As does the collector in  the universe of Paris A rcades, the melancholic 
contemplates dead objects to redeem them . He "betrays the world for the 
sake of knowledge" (Origin, 1 5 7) .  
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B enjamin  thus i nterprets the artist ic form of tragic drama as one of 
the l iberating breaks from the context of guilt  that characterizes the world 
of the creature. As in the Goethean universe , the i nextricable fabric of 
gui l t  is once more rent  only through art istic creation . In  the baroque era ,  
the  aesthetic p ri nciple is founded pri marily on th i s  creation,  and i t  i s  
radically opposed to the Greek, Renaissance , and modern models of the 
symbol .  This  is the allegorical form, to which Benjam i n  devotes the last 
parr of his  book . 

THE O R Y O F  A L L E G O R Y 

Allegory, says Benjamin about The Origin of Gennan Tragic Dt·ama, is the 
"entity it was my primary concern to recover" (Correspondence, 256) .  I t  is thus 
the aesthetic concept that mattered most to him. From this concept,  he 
undertook to cal l into question classical aesthetics , in  particular that of 
German idealism. He begins by underscoring the concealed polarity be
tween symbol and allegory. Regarding the relation between language and 
music in the tragic drama, he develops certai n i ntui tions from h is early 
philosophy of language. Finally, he deploys the theological dialectic of 
al legory through which the correlative subjectivi ty of "abstract meaning"  
i s  made manifest and hence abol ished . Through this reversal , the allegorical 

' form turns out to be a poetic response to the degradation that language 
undergoes in the i nstrumental conception that moderni ty g ives to i t . 

A Co n c e a le d  Pola r i ty 

More than the actual ization of the treatise or esoteric essay at rhe expense 
of the phi losophical "system,"  more than the reevaluation of the martyr
drama at the expense of tragedy, which is considered unacrualizable in  the 
modern era, it is the rehabi l i tation of the aesthetic concept of al legory that 
has generally been cons idered the principal contribution of The Origin of 
German Tragic Drama, and rightly so, since , except for the later theory of 
the aura, this is Benjamin's most frui tful discovery i n  art theory and also 
the one to which he was most attached . The cri tique of the beautiful 
appearance, conducted in the name of the early romantics, and the "theo
logical" interpretation of Goethe now take the form of a clearly established 
polari ty between profane symbol and sacred allegory. 

Never before had Benjamin so clearly taken a posit ion against the 
romantic aesthetic,  which he had at first attempted to resusci tate. He 
cri ticizes i t  for not being aware of the " theological " foundations of aesthetic 
concepts : 
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For over a hundred years the philosophy of art has been subject to the> 
tyranny of a usurper who came to power in the chaos which followed in 
the wake of romanticism. The striving on the part of the romantic 
aestheticians after a resplendent but ultimately non-commi�Lknowl
edge of an absolute has secured a place in the most elementary theoretical 
debates about art for a notion of the symbol which has nothing more 
than the name in common wirh the genuine notion . This latter, which 
is in fact the one used in the field of theology, could never have rid i tself 
of the sentimental twilight over the philosophy of beauty which has 
become more and more impenetrable since the end of early romanticism. 
(Origin, 1 60) 

Unlike the approach adopted in "The Task of the Translator" and 
"Goethes Wahft,erwandtschaften, " the " theology" of "On Language as Such" 
i s  here d i rectly turned against romantic aesthetics . Like the n ihilism of the 
Goethean universe, the catastrophic disarray of the baroque universe seems 
to call for a theological crit ique. If Goethe had only an aesthetic premonition 
of it, the baroque was itself dominated by visions of the world that were 
rel igious in their inspiration, but in which the laws of the profane world 
were beginni ng to occupy a growing and agonizi ng place. I n  his pursuit of 
a l i terary universe in consonance with his own, Benjamin d iscovers a world 
that was , we might say, predestined for him.  

Through its theological conception of the symbol,  The Origin of German 
Tt·agic Drama intends to tear down the speculations of idealism and of 
German romanticism on "essence" and "appearance, "  of which the symbol 
is  said to be the unity and reconciliation.  Ben jamin i ntends to reestablish 
the rigor of an aesthetic criticism that abandons the task of l in king itself to 
romantic theory. He now maintai ns that romanticisrn was only a kind of 
screen hiding the term that is truly opposed to classicism, namely, the 
baroque. In romanticism, 

the unity of the material and the transcendental object, which constitutes 
the paradox of the theological symbol,  is d istorted into a relationship 
between appearance and essence. The introduction of this d istorted 
conception of the symbol into aesthetics was a romantic and destructive 
extravagance which preceded rhe desolation of modern art criticism. As 
a symbolic construct, the beautiful  is supposed to merge with the d ivine 
in an unbroken whole. The idea of rhe unlimited immanence of the moral 
world in rhe world of beauty is derived from the theosophical aesthetics 
of the romantics .  (Origin, 1 60) 

This tendency toward aestheticizing the ethical actually predates romanti
cism; it dates from the "classical " period of Goethe and Friedrich Sch il ler. 
Already, " in  classicism the tendency to the apotheosis of existence i n  the 
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ind ividual who is perfect, in more than an ethical sense, is clear enough . . . .  
But once the ethical subject has become absorbed in the individual, then 
no rigorism-not even Kantian rigorism--can save it or preserve i ts 
masculine traits. Its heart is lost in the beautiful soul" (Origin, 1 60). 

Benjamin  opposes the rigor of the concept of allegory, defined in  
theological terms, to  the inconsistencies of  classical and romantic thought 
in  Germany around 1 800.  Allegory is not simply li t rope for h im,  a figure 
that replaces one idea with another analogous to it'2 and that stands bes ide 
other kinds of tropes in the same text. Like romantic iro_gy, _ _ which is not 
simply "the replacement of an idea by another-conrr�ry-� it , "33 allegory is 
not only the formal principle of a certain kind of art--from this perspect ive, 
it is opposed to the "symbol" q_r to an art defined as "symbolic"-but also, 
more than a rhetorical or even poetic c�t�\.i t is an aesthetic concept that 
alludes to the coherence of a v-i�Ton-of the w6rld. 

In reviewing the classical and romantic theories of al legory, Benjamin 
discovers only the "dark background" (Origin, 1 6 1 )  against which the 
profane concept of the bright symbol can stand out. This concept i s  
announced in  Diderot 's Essai.r sur Ia peinture (Essays on painting) :  "I  turn my 
back on a painter who proposes an emblem to me, a logogryph to  be 
deciphered . If the scene i..,s unified , clear, s imple, and coherent,  I wi l l  grasp 
the totali ty at a glance. " '4 The "essence" is not d issirnulared in such cases 
but is i mmediately revealed through the appearance of the work of art . For 
modern aestheticians s ince the Enl ightenment, allegory-when it is not 
obscuri ty pure and s imple-is "a mere mode of des ignation" (Origin, 1 62) .  
In  al legory, we seek a particular image to i llustrate a universal idea: old age 
through the image of an old man . In contrast, the symbol, considered more 
authentically artistic, presents the universal in the part icular: "Whoever 
grasps the particular in all i ts vital ity also grasps the universal " (Goethe, 
c ited in Origin, 1 6 1 ,  translation modified). That, accordi ng to Benjamin ,  is 
an example of a shallow conception of symbol, contrasted with an al legory 
that is supposedly "dead" and ''abstract . "  

I n  Benjamin's view-and in  the view o f  the baroque whose thinking 
he rediscovers and onto which he projects his own thought-allegory "is 
not a playful i l lustrative technique, but a form of expression, j ust as speech 
is expression, and, indeed, just as wri ti ng i�" (Origin, 1 62). l-Iere again, we 
are dealing with the absolute expression of a language form: Allegory 
"expresses " absolutely, just as handwrit ing has an expressive value for the 
graphologist. In the case of allegory, however, i ts expression is universal and 
possesses an aesthetic meaning . 

From a "theological" point of view, Benjamin contrasts the expression 
of the symbol and that of allegory according to their relation to time. Time 
carves out the distance that separates these forms from a shared third term. 
"The measure of time for the experience of the symbol is the mystical instant 
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in which the symbol assumes the meani ng into i ts hidden and, if  one m ight 
say so, wooded interior. " As for allegory, it " is not free from a corresponding 
dialectic,  and the contemplative calm with which it immerses i tself i nto 
the depths which separate visual being from meaning, has none of the 
disinterested self-sufficiency which is present in the apparently related 
intention of the sign" (Origin, 1 66). Contrary to the sign's i ntention, 
Benjamin c laims, allegorical intention signifies "as natural history, as the 
earliest history of signi fying or intention" (Origin, 1 66). 

Before interpreting one of the most famous passages of the book, a 
passage that, s ince Adorno, has become the emblem of an "aesthetics of 
negativity,"  we need to acknowledge the presupposi tions of the philosophy 
of language that Ben jamin sketched out in  his early works and on which 
his theory of allegory rests . The history of nature, the pri mitive h istory of 
meani ng or intention, is  that process defined by a theology of history 
whereby the name deteriorates into a sign, into i ntention and meaning .  
Compared to the name, the symbol and allegory are imperfect modes of 
reference, but compared to the sign pure and simple, they are privi leged : 
Positively or negatively, they reveal the absence of that last ing correlation
that of the name-between a "symbolic form" i n  the broad sense ( in Ernst 
Cassi rer's sense) and a " referent" that would be predest ined to it by the d ivine 
word . 

I t  is fundamentally a single absence, a s ingle nature ravaged by sadness , 
by mourning for the absent God ,  that produces the complementary forms 
of symbol and al legory, which are defined as functions of the category of 
time: 

Whereas in the symbol destruction is idealized and rhe transfigured face 
of nature is fleetingly revealed in the l ight of redemption, in allegory the 
observer is confronted with the facies hippocratica of h istory as a petrified , 
primordial landscape. Everything about history that, from the very 
beginning ,  has been untimely, sorrowful, unsuccessful, is expressed in a 
face--or rarher in a death 's head . (Origin, 1 66) 

In the central emblem of the death's head, allegory presents the fai lure of 
history, which, in Benjamin's eyes, is the end of all human l ife ,  i nasmuch as 
i t  amounts to "producing a corpse" (Origin, translation modified). Symbolic 
art conceals this fact by presenting ,  in  the flash of an instant, the transfigured 
"face"  of nature, a face opposed to the death's head. Nonetheless , this flash 
is the product of the same gap that allegorical art melancholically displays : 
In the abyss between the beautiful appearance and the desolation of the 
world, the artistic symbol, which produces a "realist" and, at the same t ime, 
an idealized image of shimmering nature, loses all i ts meaning. 

Retranslated i nto " rheological" terms , Benjamin 's symbol and allegory 
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are principles analogous to those that Nietzsche, following the romantics 
and Arthur Schopenhauer, called the Apollonian and the Dionysian. 3 5  
Nietzsche opposes the "grace o f  the beautiful appearance" (s imilar t o  t he 
B enjaminian "symbol")  and the "horror" of an "ocean of sorrows" (which 
echoes the "facies hippocratica" of history). But whereas the Nietzschean 
principles come together in Greek tragedy, Benjam inian al legory is radical ly 
foreign to the "symbolic" principle and cannot in any case be l inked to i t. 
Allegory represents a "subl imity" that is unfamil iar with the beautiful 
appearance. 

In terms of his phi losophy of language, Benjamin is interested in what 
d i s tinguishes the written word-in the baroq ue, typography in particu
lar-from any symbolic conception of art . Baroque typography virtual ly 
transforms the Western alphabet into Hebrew or Chinese: 

The written word tends towards the visual. It is not possible to conceive 
of a starker opposite to t he artistic symbol, the plastic symbol, the image 
of organic total ity, than this amorphous fragment which is seen in the 
form of allegorical script . In  it the baroque reveals itself to be the 
sovereign opposite of classicism,  as which hitherto, only romanticism 
has been acknowledged . (Origin, 1 76) 

In a certain kind of baroque-and , to be preci se, in the gloomy 
rad icali ty of the German baroque-Benjamin discovers the formal principle 
and spirit most clearly opposed ro the official culture of the West ,  which is 
const i tuted by G reece, the Renaissance, and German class icis1n .  It is  to this  
antithesis of classicism that he now also li nks his  favorite wri ters ,  those 
heretofore associated with the context of romanticism: "Whatever [al legory] 
picks up, "  he wri tes , " i ts Midas-touch turns into something endowed with 
significance. I ts element was transformation of every sort . . . .  But this 
pass ion . . .  j ustifies a more recent linguistic practice, whereby baroque 
features are recognized in the late Goethe or the late I-Iolderl in"  (Origin, 
2 2 9-230). 

Through a rad ical ity that anticipates "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction,"  Benjamin pushes this tension to the l imi t: In 
romanticism, but especially in the baroque, writers "are concerned not so 
much with providing a correction to class icism , as to art i tself' (Ot·igin, 1 76) .  
In correcting art ,  allegory does nor leave the framework of art but, rather, 
within that framework i tself and by means of immanent disenchantment, 
corrects the il lusory character of any artistic expression. Although i t  is i tself 
a "symbolic  form" in the most general sense, allegory reveals the fragi l i ty 
of the symbol , i ts always provisional and momentary victory over "the 
arbitrariness of the sign . "  From this perspective, the practi ce of baroque 
al legory, in Benjami n's view, is a much more powerful cri t ique of classicism 
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than is romantic theory: "Whereas romanticism, i nspired by i ts bel ief i n  
the i nfi nite, intensified the perfected creation of form and idea in  critical 
terms, at one stroke the profound vision of allegory transforms things and 
v.rorks into stirring writing" (Origin, 1 7  6) .  Allegory's expressive writing i s  
destructive: " In the field of al legorical intuition the image is a fragment, a 
rune. Its beauty as a symbol evaporates when the light of divine learning 
falls upon it .  The false appearance of totality is extinguished" (Origin, 1 76) .  
Not only i s  allegory "beyond beauty" (Origin, 1 78), but it perceives both 
the l imits of beauty and a certain blindness in the eras of art that cultivated 
beauty exclusively. 

By i rs very essence classicism was not permitted to behold the lack of 
freedom , the imperfection, the collapse of the physical , beauti ful ,  nature. 
But beneath its extravagant pomp, this is precisely what baroque allegory 
proclaims, with unprecedented emphasis. A deep-rooted i ntuition of the 
problematic character of art-it was by no means only the coyness of a 
particular social class, i t  was also a religious scruple which assigned 
artistic act ivi ty to the "leisure hours"--emerges as a reaction to i ts 
self-confidence at the time of the Renaissance. (Ot·igin, 1 76) 

Nevertheless, i t  would be wrong to set up allegory as the only true art: 
Its express ive possibilities are j ust as l imited as those of the symbol . In the 
overall economy of art, it  plays the role of the " inexpressive," which , 
according to Benjamin's essay on Goethe, prevents appearance from becom
ing confused with truth . But without the beautiful appearance, art would 
remain desperately fixated on the image of the death's head. Benjamin  
i nsistently refers to  a normative idea of art, to  which German baroque drama 
does not correspond. That is why "Calderon is essential ly the subject of the 
s tudy" (Correspondence, 2 5 6), the authentic artist: 

In the true work of art pleasure can be fleeting ,  i t  can l ive in  the moment, 
it can vanish , and it can be renewed. The baroque work of art wants only 
to endure, and clings with all irs senses to the eternal .  Th is is the only 
way of explaining how, in the following century, readers were seduced 
by the l iberat ing sweetness of the first Tiindeleyen. (Origin, 1 8 1 )  

In B enjamin's view, what counts here i s  the difference between the 
baroque and romanticism in their shared opposition to classicism and to the 
Renaissance. The critique of the baroque work of art gives him the oppor
tunity to redefine aesthetic criticism, this time by setting himself apart from 
the romantic conception. As in the essay on Goethe, crit icism stands 
alongside time, which annihi lates the effect of actuali ty in the subject 
matter. Baroque works of art, stripped of their sparkle and secrets, 
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were [not} intended to spread by growth over a period of time, so m uch 
as to fill up their al lotted place here and now. And in many respects this 
was their reward. Bur for this very reason criticism is impl ied with rare 
clarity in the fact of their continued existence . From the very beginning 
they are set up for that erosion by criticism which befell them in  the 
course of time. (0rigin1 1 8 1 )  

1 05 

Contrary to his approach in  the essay on Goethe, which applies i tself 
ro deciphering the truth content of a secretive work of art , here Benjamin 
privi leges the aspect of knowledge that encounters no  obstacle .  Appearance, 
sparkle, no longer has any value by i tself: "Beauty, which endures, is an 
object of knowledge. And if it is questionable whether the beauty which 
endures does still deserve the name, i t  is nevertheless certain that there is 
nothing of beauty which does not contain something that is worthy of 
knowledge" (Otigin, 1 82). Here, Benjamin rakes up the methodolog ical idea 
that opens the essay on Goethe: 

The object of phi losoph ical criticism is to show that rhe function of 
artistic form is as follows: to make historical content, such as provides 
the bas is  of every important work of art ,  into a philosophical truth . This 
transformation of material content into truth content makes t he decrease 
in effectiveness , whereby the atrracrion of earlier charms d iminishes 
decade by decade, into the bas is for a rebirth , in which all  ephemeral 
beauty is completely stripped off, and the work stands as a ruin.  In the 
al legor ical construction of the baroque Trauerspiel such ruins have always 
stood out clearly as formal elements of the preserved work of art. (0rigin1 
1 82 )  

In the end ,  the critique of baroque drama is no  longer necessary. Time 
has done the job by reducing the weak attraction of these works to noth ing . 
Cri ticism now has only to bring together i n  the Idea of the Trauerspiel the 
d ifferent themes and structures that consti tute it. In  spi re of the two 
sentences that oppose the idea of trtte art to the baroque drama, the work on 
the Ttauerspiel grants l i ttle importance to beauty as such ; beauty now seems 
to be no more than an ornament to knowledge, which is all that counts in  
the  work of art. The fragi le equil ibrium of  the essay on  Goethe is here 
d isrupted i n  favor of an annihi lation of beauty by criticism and by a 
t renchant rejection of romantic cri ticism : "Cri t icism means the mortifica
tion of the works: not then-as the romantics have i t-awakening the 
consciousness in livi ng works, but the settlement of knowledge in dead 
ones" (Origin1 1 82) .  

I t  i s  no accident that this defini t ion of crit icism finds an echo in that 
of allegorical exegesis :  "It was designed to establish, from a Christian point 
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of view, the true, demonic nature of the ancient gods, and i t  also served the 
p ious mortification of the flesh" (Ot·igin, 2 22). In the spirit of rel igious 
mortification, Benjamin no longer allows for any force or l ife belonging to 
the concrete aspects of works of art , independent of what in them can become 
the object of knowledge, of what constitutes the truth content,  which can 
be defined once and for all and excludes a plural i ty of interpretations . 36 
"True art" can possess a secret and a sparkle, but they are annihi lated by 
criticism. If Benjamin,  starting from romantic and Nietzschean aestheti
cism, has now fal len into the opposite excess, it is because he expects the 
key to t ruth pri mari ly from art. If phi losophy were capable  of attaining 
truth witho11t the help of art, then investing art wi th the privi leged task of 
revealing truth to us would no longer be necessary. Similarly, the structure 
and function of art could be determ ined i n  a way that, though no less 
rigorous , would not overburden it. , 

L a ngu age a n d  Music  i n  the B a r o q u e  

As both the devalorization and the sublimation of everything attached to 
the world of the creature,  allegory engenders a violent polarity between 
speech and wri ting. The poetry of the German baroque is unacquainted with 
the l iberating lightness of mus ical language.  The profound allegorical 
meditation produces a series of obscure i mages that no song can translate. 
Benjamin  speaks once more from the perspective of"true art" :  "This poetry 
was in  fact incapable of releasing in inspired song the profound meaning 
which was here confined to the verbal image. I ts language was heavy with 
material d isplay. Never has poetry been less winged" (Origin, 200). 

Since sound is l inked to the sensual ity of the creature, meaning has its 
sole dwell ing in the wri tten word : 

The spoken word is only affl icted by meaning, so to speak, as if by an 
inescapable disease� i t  breaks off in the middle of the process of resound
ing,  and the damming up of the feeling, wh ich was ready to pour forth, 
provokes mourning . Here meaning is encountered, and wil l  continue ro 
be encountered as the reason for mournfulness. (Origin, 209) 

It is this mournfulness that gives i ts name to the Trauerspiel. But it is 
precisely the erudi te and art ificial meaning at the furthest remove from 
nature-the extreme figure for "sentimental poerry"-that t ranslates the 
baroque nostalgia for nature, as i t  was expressed i n  the pastoral of the same 
era. 

Benjamin once more considers themes l inked to his early philosophy 
of language,  which, ten years before ,  had led to his i nterest in baroque 
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drama: In  a letter to I-I ugo von .Hofmannsthal, he speaks of the "the actual 
but very obscure core of this  work: with i ts l i teral rem inder of a youthful 
three-page effort called 'i.Jber d ie Sprache in Trauerspiel und Tragodie'  (On 
language in Tratterspiel and tragedy, i . e . ,  "Die Bedeutung der Sprache i n  
Trauerspiel und Tragodie"}, my explanation o f  picture, text,  and music i s  
the germ of  the project" (Correspondence, 309). This conceptual kernel of  the 
book rests on an almost Rousseauian dialectic between nature and culture: 
"There is a pure affective l ife of the word,"  we read in "Die B edeutung der 
Sprache," "where the word is decanted by passing from i ts natural state to 
the pure sound of feel ings . For this word , language is only an i ntermediate 
stage in the cycle of its transformat ion, and it is in this word that the 
Tratterspiel speaks. It describes the trajectory that leads from the natural 
sound to m usic by way of the lament" (G.S. , 2: 1 38). In this d ialectic of 
nature and culture-the naive and the sentimental-the moment of the 
lament, which B enjamin  associates with Judaism (Correspondence, 1 20), is 
when " nature is betrayed by language, and it is this formidable i nhibition 
of feel ing that becomes mourning" (G.S. , 2 :  1 38) . It i s  a mourning within 
nature i tself, which, as a result of the Fall ,  has fallen away from the d ivine 
name. For, according to an idea already found in  "On Language as Such," 
"the essence of the Trauerspiel is  already contained in the ancient wisdom 
according to which all nature would begi n to lament if ir were granted 
speech" (G.S. , 2: 1 38). 

In "Die Bedeutung der Sprache," music had a redemptive function: "For 
the Trauerspiel, the redemptive mystery is music: the rebirth of feelings in a 
suprasensible nature" (G.S. , 2 : 1 39). In The Origin of German Tragic Dram-a, the 
function of music is more ambiguous . It represents "the opposite of meaning
laden speech" (Origin, 2 1 1 ), not as i ts redemption pure and simple but, rather, 
as a form of regression and decline toward opera. Undoubtedly, a reflection on 
Nietzsche's The Birth of Tragedy and on his relation to Richard Wagner led 
B enjamin to shift his position. For Nietzsche, according to Benjamin, it was 
a matter of "mak{ing} a proper distinction between Wagner's ' tragic' Gesamt
kunstwerk and the frivolous opera, which had its preparatory stages in  the 
baroque. He threw down the gauntlet with his condemnation of recitative. 
And in  so doing he proclaimed his adherence to that form which so completely 
corresponded to the fashionable tendency to re-awaken the primal voice of all 
creatures" (Origin, 2 1 2) .  Nietzsche's target was a Rousseauism " incapable of 
art" which saw in the recitative the " red iscovered language of . . .  primitive 
man" (Nietzsche, quoted in Origin, 2 1 2). "Because he does not sense the 
Dionysian depth of music," continues Nietzsche in reference to the recitative, 
"he changes his musical taste into an appreciation of the understandable 
word-and-tone-rhetoric of the passions in the stilo rappresentativo" (quoted i n  
Origin, 2 1 2). 37 Benjamin agrees with Nietzsche only o n  this one point: O n  
the heels o f  baroque drama, opera was a form of decadence. As for Nietzsche's 
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amb ition to bring back to life the "Dionysian" inspiration of musical drama, 
Benjamin still has reservations. 

Inspired by a romantic thinker, Johann Wilhelm R itter, Benjamin 
sketches a theological dialectic of language, mus ic, and wri t ing. Accordi ng 
to this theory, speech and writ ing are int imately l inked : If "we write when 
we speak" or if " the organ of speech i tself wri tes in order to speak," it  is 
because " the whole of creation is  language, and so is li terally created by the 
word " (Origin, 2 14). Phonetic language and written language are i dentified 
"dialectically as thesis and synthesis" (Origin, 2 1 4, translation modified), 
while music, which accordi ng to Benjamin is "the last remaining universal 
language s ince the tower of Babel ,"  should be the "antithesis , "  whose 
"rightful central position" had to be assured "to invest igate how written 
language grows out of music and not directly from the sounds of t he spoken 
word" (Origin, 2 1 4) .  In the spirit of "The Task of the Translator," Benjam i n  
envisions a theory o f  the writ ten word as the absolutely and universally 
i ntell igible i mage that requires no translation. The allegorical image, which,  
l ike language, is  understood by all ,  is close to  the  idea of  the  absolutely 
translatable  l iteralness of the sacred text.  According to Ritter's speculations, 
all plastic arts stem from writ ing,  from calligraphy. In  terms of allegory, 
Benjamin concludes that "every image is only a form of writing . . . .  In  the 
context of al legory the i mage i s  only a sign, only t he monogram of essence, 
not rhe essence itself under i ts vei l "  (Origin, 2 14 ,  translation modified); this 
noninstrumental image is  not at the service of any meaning and retains i ts 
autonomous value as a universally readable "figure. '' 

This is an aporetic const ruction that-in the absence of the idea of a 
dai ly hermeneutics inherent i n  the practice of language and in  i ts continual 
effort at translation-responds to the necessity of s ituating the transcen
dence of the confusion of tongues in  a tangible real i ty, an existing and 
demonstrable form, as a fact, and not in  an activi ty that includes both the 
particularity of languages and symbols and an ever transcendent and 
universal aspect. 1b give shape to his messianic project, B enjamin is  obliged 
to imagine an immediately transcendent language, whether the language 
of criticism,  of translation, or of the allegorical image. l-Ie cannot be satisfied 
with a reconstruction of everyday language, of i ts sensible, finite structure 
t ied to context, and of i ts transcendental powers . He  needs a more precise, 
more determined sign of salvation from the historical viewpoint . 

Ma n ifes t  Su bje c tiv i ty 

The Origin of German Tragic Drama ends with a theology of history that is  
fai rly ambiguous, because Benjamin, who had first l inked the Trauerspiel to 
Hebrew lament, now d iscovers and assumes the Christian origi ns ofbaroque 
allegory. It is a syncretic theology, constructed entire ly by the phi losopher. 
No d i rect path l inks it to the allegorical exegesis of the Kabbala that 
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Scholem studies. Perhaps the allegory of the German baroque, with i ts 
radical rejection of any symbolic " reconciliation" as characterized i n  the 
dominant i nspiration of the Christ ian tradi tion, led Benjamin toward those 
margins of Christian i ty where he could sense the legacy of Judaism,  closer 
to ah experience ofhistory as suffering, lament, and sadness , oriented toward 
a messianic redemption to come, than to a symbolism of the reconci liation 
already brought about by Christ .  That would explain the book's double 
ending: I t  i ncludes both an apotheosis of Calderon's Christ ianity and a 
defense of the German Trauerspiel, aesthetically "weaker" but c loser to the 
Benjamin ian experience of a world in mourning. This double ending 
mirrors the double ending of his essay on Goethe, in which the hope for the 
desperate characters of the novel is opposed to the earthly redemption of the 
characters in the novel la. This double ending also corresponds to the 
ambiguity of the prologue of The Origin of German Tragic Drama: a theory 
of Adamic  naming d iscreetly superimposed on a Platonic theory of ideas . 38 

Thus , only a " theological"  perspective is able to "resolve" t he l imit ing 
form of al legory for Benjamin,  s ince "so long as the approach is an aesthetic 
one, paradox must have the last word" (Origin, 2 1 6) .  This paradox presents 
scenes of horror and of martyrdom, the accumulation of corpses , which are 
" the pre-eminent emblematic prop," s ince the tyrant's tas_k is to "provide 
the Trauerspief with them" (Origin, 2 1 8 , translation modified). "And the 
characters of the Trauerspief die ,  because i t  is  only thus , as corpses , that they 
can enter i nto the homeland of allegory. It is not for the sake of immortal i ty 
that they meet their end, but for the sake of the corpse" (Origin, 2 1 7-2 1 8) .  
Whether i t  consists of displaying the death mask o f  history, opposi ng the 
death's head to the transfigured face of symbolic art, or pushing the sadism 
of tyrants and the vicious i n telligence of the i ntriguers to their l imits ,  
everything is ,  in  spi te of  i t  all ,  produced with redemption the final goal .  

Linked to the Counter Reformation, the Christianity of al legory is 
anchored in the tension that, beginning with the Middle Ages , opposed t he 
Christian era to the pantheon of ancient gods resusci tated by Renaissance 
humanism. "There is a threefold material affinity between baroque and 
mediaeval Christiani ty. The struggle against the pagan gods,  the triumph 
of allegory, the torment of the flesh, are equally essential to both" (Origin, 
220) .  Each t ime i t  reappears, allegory bears witness to the vitali ty of the 
pagan gods. According to Benjamin,  i t  is "the word which is intended to 
exorcise a surviving remnant of antique l ife" (Origin, 223) .  As wil l  also be 
the case for Baudelai re, "allegory established i tself most permanently where 
transitoriness and eternity confronted each other most c losely"  (Origin, 2 24) .  

In addition to the ephemeral, there is the guilt  both of the fleshly 
creature and of an allegorical contemplation "that betrays the world for the 
love of knowledge":  a gui lt of meaning and a guilt of theoretical knowledge, 
symbolized by the prohi bition against touching the fruit of the tree of 
knowledge; a meaning and a knowledge that were in  fact cultivated by the 
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Renaissance and by German idealism. These are the bibl ical themes of "Die 
Bedeutung der Sprache,"  which Benjamin  repeats almost word for word: 
"Because i t  is mure, fallen nature mourns. But  the converse of this statement 
leads even deeper into the essence of nature: i ts mournfulness makes it 
become mute" (Ot·igin, 224). 

Hence the twofold atti tude already observed in relation to the creature: 
whether to deprive it of all value or to redeem i t .  Allegory, which undertakes 
this rescue operation, is always born of the confrontation of the body 
burdened by sin in Christianity and the exonerated body of the Ancients. 
"With the revival of paganism in the Renaissance, and Christianity in  the 
Counter-Reformation,  allegory, the form of thei r conflict, also had to be 
renewed" (Origin. 226). Since the Christian Middle Ages, both the beings 
of flesh (matter) and of knowledge (intell igence emancipated frorn God) 
have been demonic, Satanic.  Distanced from God, nature and spirit are prey 
to the sadness or the sardonic laughter of Saran,39 as i t  resonates in  the 
throats of Shakespeare's vil lains. As in his early essay, Benjami n  once more 
i ndulges, in the spiri t of the Trauerspiel, in a denunciation of the knowledge 
of good and evi l ,  identified as absolute knowledge. Distanced from God, 
absolute knowledge i s  an evi l :  "Knowledge, not action, is the most charac
terist ic mode of existence of evil" (Origin, 230), knowledge such as that 
deployed by the tyrants and intriguers of baroque drama, at a t ime when 
modern science was beginning to prevail .  Benjamin is no doubt thinking 
of Goethe's Faust, that scientist and seducer who l inks his intelligence to 
Satan's powers, and of Kant, who l imits knowledge by faith.  The last li nes 
ofT he Origin of German Tragic Drama return to this conception of the relation 
between theory and practice. 

The weight of rheology in Benjamin 's works of this era i s  such that 
scient ific knowledge has no place in his thought. Satan's promises ,  de
nounced here as in  the essay on Goethe and evoked in  a spi ri t of oppos i tion 
to the Enl ightenment ,  are "the i l lusion of freedom-in the exploration of 
what is forbidden ; the i llusion of independence---in the secession from the 
community of the fai thful ; the i llusion of infinity-i n the empty abyss of 
evi l"  (Origin, 1 30, translation slightly modified). 

And yet, according to the schema of the emblerr1-in which the crown 
s ignifies the garland of cypress , the pleasure-chamber the tomb, the throne 
room the dungeon-evil  and the fragi l i ty of the creature signify something 
other than themselves: 

As those who lose their footing turn somersaults in their fall ,  so would 
the allegorical intention fall from emblem to emblem down into the 
d izzin.ess of the bottomless depths , were i t  not that, even i n  rhe most 
extreme of them, it  had so to rurn about that all i ts darkness , vainglory, 
and godlessness seems ro be nothing but self-delusion. (Origin, 2 3 2) 
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Through the theological nature of allegory, death and hell lead to salvation, 
and the ephemeral character of things is only the al legory of resurrection.  
"Allegory, of course, "  admits Benj amin, " thereby loses everything that was 
most pecu liar to i t :  the secret, privileged knowledge, the arbi trary rule in  
the realm of  dead objects , the supposed infinity of  a world without hope. 
All this vanishes with th is one about-turn . . . .  [Allegory is} left entirely to 
i ts own devices" (Origin, 2 32). 

The entire movement of allegory, l ike that of baroque drama, cons ists 
in derealizing the pretensions of modern subjectivi ty. Btnjamin establishes 
his  l ink to the philosophical speculations of mystic tradit ions , to the 
romant ics of Jena, to Schelling ,  to the early Lukacs of Theory of the Novel, 40 
and to the Heideggerian critique of modern subjectivi ty. Irony and allegory 
are the aesthetic m eans for subjectivi ty's relarivizing of i tself from within 
the antinomies of the subject-object model. The mystical or "theological" 
v iew reveals freedom and evi l  as the sad or com ical i l lus ions of a melancholic 
subject who has excluded himself from the community of the fai thful .  In 
some sense, i t  is enough to awaken from this  nightmare-this idea st i l l  
underlies his analysis  of the Paris arcades as a "dream" :  "By its allegorical 
form evi l  as such reveals i tself to be a subjective phenomenon. The enor
mous, anti-artistic subjectivity of the baroque converges here with the 
theological essence of the subjective" (Origin, 2 3 3). Benjamin then reiterates 
the biblical exegesis of his early essay. When God had considered h is 
Creation and found that " i t  was very good ,"  

Knowledge o f  good , a s  knowledge, i s  secondary. It ensues from practice . 
Knowledge of evi l-as knowledge is primary. It ensues from contempla
tion. Knowledge of good and evi l  is ,  then, the opposite of all facrual 
knowledge. Related as it is co the depths of the subjecrive , it is bas ically 
only knowledge of evi l .  I t  is " nonsense" [Geschwa'tz] in t he profound sense 
in  which Kierkegaard conceived the word. This knowledge, the triumph 
of subject ivity and the onset of an arbitrary rule over th ings, i s  the origin 
of all allegorical contemplation . . . .  For good and evil  are unnameable,  
they are name less emities, outs ide the language of names, in which man, 
in  paradise, named things, and which he forsakes in rhe abyss of that 
problem. (Origin,. 234) 

According to this religious reading of moral ity, there is no way to fals ify 
praxis through a knowledge of good and evil.4 1 We have always "known" 
what we must do and what we must not do. In this sense, the categorical 
imperative, which cannot be d isputed or inquired into, is already part of 
the prohib ition on "knowing" good and evil .  It may well be that philosophi
cal ethics can only reconstruct our moral intuitions and refute reconstruc
tions that do not take them into account.42 But Benjamin goes even further. 
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On the one hand, he does not concede the cognitive character of our 
normative behaviors and arguments; he denies the possibi l i ty of criticizi ng 
or justifying them . Like truth, they transcend knowledge.  On the other 
hand, he d isputes the idea that modern humanity has emerged from the 
cocoon of tradi tions i n  which one had only to be rem i nded of the obvious 
facts shared by all to renew their val idi ty. Through his conception of 
al legory, he rei ntegrates modernity-a ki nd of subjectivist i llusion-into 
the profound continuity of human solidarity founded i n  God. Through an 
aesthetico-theological discourse, he has only to demonstrate the i l lusory 
character of our subjectivi ty, which is prey to abstraction, guilt ,  and a 
meaning d issociated from the name, to reintegrate the paradisiac universe 
i nto art and thought. But is it still  a question of al legory? As defined i n  
rhetoric, allegory replaces a thought b y  another thought that i s  s imilar to 
i r.43 According to that same theory of rhetoric ,  it  is irony that is  characterized 
by inversion: It replaces one thought by another that is opposed to i t ;  it cal l s  
the  ugly " beautiful" and the bad "good. "  Here, Benjamin seems to  be 
i nterpreting allegory to  mean irony. In fact, he calls Jean Paul, one of his  
favorite authors, "the greatest al legorist in  German l iterature" (Origin, 1 88), 
and maintains that he demonstrated '' that even the fragment, and even i rony 
are variants of the allegorical" (Origin, 1 88). 

In this i rony, what earthly justice painfully accomplishes through i ts 
sanctions is realized fully i n  heavenly justice, i llustrated i n  works of art, 
which reveal " the apparent nature of evi l . "  

Here the  manifest subjectivity triumphs over every deceptive objectivity 
of j ustice, and is incorporated into divine omnipotence as a "work of 
supreme wisdom and primial love" [Dante] , as hell .  It is not appearance, 
and equally, it is not satiated being, but it is the reflection in real ity of 
empty subjectivity in the good. In evil  as such subjectivity grasps what 
is real in  it, and sees it simply as i ts own reflection in God. In the 
allegorical image of the world, therefore , the subjective perspective is 
entirely absorbed in the economy of the whole. (Origin, 2 34 ,  translation 
slightly modified) 

"The display of manifest subjectivity, "  as it defi nes the formal principle 
of baroque art, "proclaims the divine action in  i tself," in  other words,  the 
miracle. That i s  the sense of the technical tours de force of baroque 
archi tecture and the plastic arts, which suggest divine intervention. "Sub
j ectivity," writes Benjam i n, " l ike an angel fall ing i nto the depths, is  brought 
back by allegories, and is  held fast in  heaven,  i n  God, by ponderacion 
misteriosa" (Origin, 2 35 ). That is also the meaning of the apotheosis ,  the deus 
ex machina in Calderon: The organization of the stage leads to "that 
al legorical totali ty . . .  thanks to which one of the images of the sequence 
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stands out ,  in the image of the apotheosis ,  as different in  kind, and gives 
mourning at one and the same t ime the cue for i ts entry and i ts exit" (Origin, 
325 ) .  As in baroque music , any sadness on the part of the subject who isolates 
himself from the community is submerged in  a final allegro. 

To what might have been the end of his book Benjamin adds a remark 
on German baroque drama, whose technical .. weakness ," the inadequacy of 
plot , does not produce any "allegorical totality" and does not overcome 
sadness. A "romantic" approach is necessary to save the Trauerspiel. In the case 
of such i ncompletion, criticism cannot limit itself to "mortifying" through 
knowledge what is already dead. In the manner of romantic aesthetics ,  "the 
powerful design of this form should be thought through to i ts conclusion; 
only under this condition is it  possible to discuss the idea of the German 
Trauerspiel" (Origin, 235). Bur this incompletion has its own expressive value: 
Unlike the dramas of Calderon, which "sh ine resplendently as on the first day," 
the German Trauerspie!, "in the spi rit of allegory . . . .  is conceived from the 
outset as a ruin, a fragment" (Origin, 235 ). It pushes as far as possible the 
allegorical destruction of the beautiful appearance and anticipates a radically 
negative aesthetics , without the slightest compromise with the world ,  calling 
for a final i nversion only at the rime of the Last Judgment: "This form preserves 
the image of beauty to the very last" (Origin, 235) .  

* 

Benjamin's grandiose construction opposes a kabal istic and i ronic 
rei nscription into tradi tion to Nietzsche's nihi l ism and "death of God."  
Instead of a redemption solely through aesthetic experience-Nietzsche's 
Dionysian intoxication-Benjamin believes he can outline an intact trad i
t ion that has remained untouched by modernity. The criteria for a theologi
cal gaze not only seem avai lable to him, they even seem to impose themselves 
in the theoretical construction of aesthetics , morali ty, social theory, and 
history. Benjamin does not envision modernity as such; in his view, it is only 
a misunderstood avatar of the theological tradi tion. That is why he does not 
see the necessi ty, in a post-traditional society, of profane moral ity and law 
inscribed within the grammar of our everyday practices . In  contrast ,  even 
though the baroque is not the most appropriate aesthetic model in  terms of 
actuali ty, it represents a model of aesthetic authenticity, beyond the roman
t ics , Nietzsche, and classic German culture. In an " intense" but "probably 
vai n" manner, baroque drama "hopes for the rehabi l itation of what is best 
in i t  by current dramatic experiments" (Origin, 2 1 6). 

In  Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der detttschen Romantik, Benjami n  set out 
a modern aesthetics ,  poetics, and criticism--of reflection, irony, and prose i n  
Schlegel and I-Iolderlin-that seem to stand i n  sol idari ty with a theological 
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(messianic) perspective. Beginni ng with the essay on Goethe, he turns away 
from romantic aesthetics; he severely cri ticizes it in his book on tragic 
drama. The baroque analysis of the state of the creature seems to be an 
unsurpassed description of the human cond ition. Benjamin wil l  try to find 
in B recht's work a worthy heir to this form of drarna. Through allegory, he 
is able to conceive of a form of avanr-garde art that would not be reducible 
to aes theticism. Benjamin's attitude toward moderni ty nevertheless re
mains ambiguous. When all is said and done, how seriously should we take 
the reactualization of the baroque and the concept of criticism as mortifi
cation, when we read in the Correspondence that in February 1 92 5  Benjamin 
wished " to go back to romanticism" (Correspondence, 261 ) ?  In  readi ng the 
"Theses on the Phi losophy of History," we real ize the permanence of certain 
theological  ideas . I t  is nevertheless clear that all of Benjamin's thought 
cannot be reduced to this perspective. Inasmuch as they glimpse an imma
nent possibil ity of transforming the world, romanticism and, later, surreal
ism and B rechrian and Marxist political commitment represent the flip side, 
that of a realization of the possibili ties of earthly existence. 

In the manuscript of Paris Arcades, we find this aphorism: "My 
thinking i s  related to theology as the blotter is related to ink:  i t  is totally 
soaked i n  i t .  But if it  were up to the blotter, nothing would remain of what 
is written" (G.S., 5 : 5 88). In Benjamin's early work, theology would leave 
nothing of the profane. The work on baroque drama pushes that sacral iza
tion of a profane and fully allegorized world to the extreme.  But this radical 
inversion would be impossible ifboth options d id not obey the same fi nality: 
that of a quest for salvation for which the work of art is not an end in i tself, 
but a means of knowledge and , ultimately, the rneans for a messianic process 
that rejects it  when it  has extracted its substance. 

2 .  A rt i n  th e S'er v i c e  of Po li ti cs 
THE S TR A TE G IS T  IN THE BA TTL E  

O F  L ITER A TUR E  

I n  1 924-192 5 ,  even before fi nishing his book o n  tragic  drama, Benjamin 
changed his orientation under the i nfl uence of the l iterary and poli tical 
avant-garde.  Since, for him, art was the depository of a truth i naccessible to 
discursive knowledge, he had to adapt his thinking to the art currently being 
produced, when that art responded to the imperatives that , until then, 
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B enjamin  had found only i n  the work of Goethe or in  baroque l i terature .  
l-Ie had not found expressionism significant enough to turn him toward 
contemporary li terature or art . 1 In contrast ,  with the advent of surreal ism 
and Proust , Kraus and Kafka, Brecht and Russian cinema, he was confronted 
wi th a type of contemporary art that he could not honestly call decadent . 
His ent i re philosophical perspective was overturned. According to the 
central idea of his early phi losophy, true language communicated i tself only 
to God or expressed human essence through the authentic exercise of the 
facul ty of naming.  The avant-garde, on the contrary, was seeking to affect 
the receiver. For Benjam in,  tradi tional art enclosed truth in i rs being or i ts 
substance; avanr-garde art was related to truth through i ts action on the 
receiver or through i tsfimrtion . I rs addressee was no longer God but , rather, 
the profane public, those who were open to contribut ing to the transforma
tion of the world. The search for salvation, instead of going through the 
translation of poetic language into a purer language, now proceeded through 
revolutionary action and the reconci liation of technology with nature. The 
cult value or the aura of language without addressee gave way to the 
exhibition value of a language that was seeking to awaken and motivate. 

In principle, then, the early Benjamin's phi losophy of language was no 
longer able to serve as the phi losophical background for his new aesthetics .  
For several years , in  fact, h e  faced the artistic and li terary phenomena o f  the 
era as a crit ic, without having at his disposal a fixed epistemology; elements 
ofhis phi losophy oflanguage coexisted with an oppos ing orientation toward 
strategic  and instrumental efficacy. It is at first difficult to find a precise 
common denomi nator in his essays on surrealism and Kraus, his writ ings 
on B recht ,  and his reflections on mechanical reproduction,  except for the 
rejection of contemporary society that they all share. 

Such a common denominator exists, however, through the central 
problem of Benjamin 's thought: the work of art, a term that figures in the 
title of the most elaborated essay of this second period . It is during this 
period , in the face of a doub le subversion, that the concept of a work of art 
is thematized as such . In surrealism, the work of art foregrounds the force 
of revelation and action proper to the meaningful document; in the tradi tion 
of Judaism, it aspires beyond art toward doctrine . .  Nevertheless , contrary to 
what might have been expected , Benjamin does not purely and simply 
dismiss the concept of the work of art, precisely because, in the absence of 
doctrine, the work of art remains the primary support for an interpretation 
capable of anticipat ing that doctrine. Thus , in "Karl Kraus" and in Ein
bahnstrasse, Benjamin defends the concept of the work of art against the 
principle of i nformation and even against the document.  The document is 
legit imate only to the extent that i t  is used by artists who keep in mind the 
normative concept of the work of art they are deliberately transgressing .  

A n  encounter and a book were the two determining factors in  this 
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change i n  orientation. In  Capri , when he was d raft ing The Origin ofGerman 
Tragic Drama, Benjamin met Asja  Lacis, a Lithuani,�n woman of the theater 
and an enthusiast  of B recht and of the revolutionary scene in the ·u .S .S.R . ;  
he called her the "engineer" who "cut . . .  through the author" the new street 
taken by his thought (Reflections, epigraph to "One-Way Street , "  6 1  ) . This 
encounter coincided with his reading of Lukacs's History and Class Conscious
ness, in  which Benjamin perceived a bridge between his mystical ethics and 
the theory of revolution (Correspondence, 246-25 0). He immediately decided 
that he would no longer "mask the actual and political elements of my ideas 
i n  the Old Franconian way I did before, but . . .  develop them by experi
menting and taking extreme measures" (Correspondences, 2 57 ,  letter of 2 2  
December 1 924). 

In the same letter, he announced to Scholem a "Plaquette fur Freunde" 
(Booklet for friends), in which he intended to bring together "aphorisms, 
witticisms, and dreams" (Correspondence, 257): This was Einbahnstrasse. Soon 
after, in February 1 925 ,  he wrote, regarding The Origin of German Tragic Drama: 
"This project marks an end for me-I would not have it be a beginning for 
any money in  the world" (Correspondence, 26 1 ). The climate of the book on 
tragic drama now seemed "too temperate ."  "The horizon" of his work was no 
longer the same. In May 1 925 ,  he considered joining the Communist Party 
(Correspondence, 268}--a resolve he would never carry out, any rnore than he 
would carry our that formulated a few lines later, of learning Hebrew. These 
two perspectives , that represented by Asja Lacis , Lukacs, and Brecht and that 
incarnated by Scholem , were indissociable in his view and would always 
remain so, to varying degrees, up to the "Theses on the Philosophy ofH istory," 
where the "automaton," historical materialism, "enlists the services of theol
ogy" (I!Imninations, 25 3). "I can attain a view of the totality of my horizon, 
more or less dearly divined , only in these two experiences,"  wrote Benjamin 
in May 1 92 5  (Correspondence, 268). In his view, "there are no meaningfully 
political goals" (Correspondence, 30 1 ); he considered Communist goals " nonsense 
and nonexistent." But " this does not diminish the value of Communist acrion 
one iota, because it is the corrective for its goals" (Correspondence, 30 1 ). I n  
contrast, the "anarchist methods," stemming from convictions that Benjamin 
had shared with Scholem in the past, were "useless . "  Benjamin was rhus 
seeking to reconcile his theological convictions with Communist action and 
to maintain contact with both Scholem and Brecht. 

To understand this turning point in  Benjamin's oeuvre and the modi
fication of his aesthetic , we need to take into account the fai lure of his  
university career. Despite Benjamin's profound hesitations at the prospect 
of the constraints imposed by the position of i nstructor, The Origin of German 
Tragic Drama was conceived as a univers ity thesis .  The work was rejected
several professors and associate professors ( including Max Horkheimer) 
j udged it obscure-and Benjamin  was obliged to i magine a l ife as a man of 
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letters .  In  1 925  he accepted proposals for translations (of Balzac and Proust) 
and a column as a l i terary critic ("recent French art theory" [Correspondence, 
267]) in  a new review, Die literarische Welt (The l i terary world). Wi thout 
abandoning the philosophical imperative to justify his approach, Benjamin 
now felt  freed of the academic constraints he had i mposed on h imself 
throughout his study of tragic drama. Without ceasing to be a philosopher, 
he assumed the freedom of the writer. He was nor long in real izing the cost 
of that freedom. Under the pressures of the l iterary marketplace, the wri ter 
made of his subjectivity, his intimate experiences , a commodi ty in constant 
search of a buyer. In reference to Baudelai re , Benjamin  reflected on that 
s ituation, trying to avoid i ts traps while wri ting countless book reviews , 
short pieces , stories, and radio reports to earn his l iving .  

One of the first projects Benjamin proposed after finishing h is  book 
on tragic  drama was a study, never completed , on the fai ry tale form. We 
find a kind of retrospective summary of i t  in  "The Storyteller, " an essay 
drafted ten years later, in 1 936 .  This passage-concerning a traditional form 
of art-allows us to understand the change in Benjami n's viewpoint as he 
was turning from the contemplation of allegory to the universe of the 
political struggle of the man of letters and the poli tical thinker he had 
become: "The wisest thi ng-so the fairy tale taught mankind in olden 
times , and teaches children to this day-is to meet the forces of rhe rnythical 
world with cunning and high spiri ts" (Illuminations, 1 02). In its cunning , 
Benjamin 's new aesthetics inc luded an elemenr of strategy. I n  his view, the 
cri tic was "a strategist in the battle of literature"  (Einbahnstrasse, in  G.S. , 
4 : 1 08). Inevi tably, his phi losophical an:itude, which consisted in  not taking 
the receiver into account (as formulated in a letter to Buber in  1 9 1 6) ,  was called 
into question. Benjam in realized, to a certain extent, that his philosophy of 
language was untenable. But the new strategic atti tude,  though the exact 
opposite of a type of writing that disregarded the receiver, stil l  remained 
just as authoritarian as the first. In the first case, he subjugated the reader 
to the law of form; in the second, he led him strategically to act in the 
manner desi red by the author. 

L i te ra t u re a n d  A dv e rtis i ng 

The "aura" of a thing is that in  i t  which "communicates i tself to God" and 
not to any receiver targeted by a l iterary strategy. In Einbahnst1'asse, com
pleted i n  1 926, the "decline of the aura ,"  often attributed to B recht's 
influence, was clearly foreshadowed in Benjam in's new atti tude toward art: 

Criticism is a matter of correct d istancing. It was at home in  a world 
where perspectives and prospects counted and where it was sti l l  possible 
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to take a standpoint. Now things press too closely on  human society. The 
"unclouded," " innocent" eye has become a l ie, perhaps the whole naive 
mode of expression sheer incompetence. Today the most real, the mer
cantile gaze into the heart of things is the advertisement .  . . .  For the man 
in the street, however, it is money that . . .  brings him inro perceived 
contact with things . And rhe paid critic, manipulating paintings in the 
dealer's exh ibition room, knows more important if nor berrer things 
about them than the art lover viewing them in rhe showroom window . 
. . . What, in the end, makes advertisements so superior to criticism? 
Not whar the moving red neon sign says-but the fiery pool reflecting 
it  in the asphalt. (Reflections, 85-86) 

The destruction of d is tance,2 the immediate prox imi ty of things , the 
stri king reproduction of the i mage by cinema and advertising, such w i ll 
henceforth be the leitmotifs defining the Benjami nian analysis  of actual
i ty ;  it i s  i n  these terms that he will procla im the dec l ine of the "aura," 
which, until that t ime,  had determined the entire des t iny of art .  Even 
before h i s  encounter w i th B recht in  1 929,  this observation was accompa
nied by a certa in cynicism about the dom inant forces of contemporary 
l i fe :  a provocative respect for the power of money ; the cul ture i ndustry; 
adaptation to the laws of the market; the supposed superiori ty of the 
seller's relat ion to art in comparison to that of aesthetic contemplation
in short, a certain manifest nihi l i sm,  even down to the i m i tation of 
adverti s ing i n  the presentation of the text .  Only the final "rnoral" reveals 
an ulterior  tnotive: What does that fiery po o l on the asphalt ,  which 
establishes the superiori ty of advertising i n  relation to cri t icism ,  s ignify ?  
Even advert is ing "expresses " more than i t  says. I t  betrays the mercanti le 
i ntention and is t ransformed i nto i ts oppos i te :  The shock is such that the 
cynical order i s  in  danger of drowning in the fiery pool .  The world of 
advertis ing is anesthetized ; i t  dreams a sentimental d ream. But  i t  pro
duces effects that prepare for the reawakening .  Li terary wri t ing is  now 
obl iged to use the most effect ive means of the moment: those of advertis
i ng .  But  i t  is the involuntary effects of advertis ing--diversion and 
subvers ion-that are strategically sought .  

Unti l  this  point ,  Benjam i n  rarely practiced aphoristic wri ting .  The 
"systematic" or doctrinal ambition is obvious in his fi rst wri ti ngs. Der 
Begtiff der Kunstkritik, however, underscored the fact that aphorisrn-val
orized by Schlegel and Navalis-is in no way incompatible with a system
atic intention (G.S. , 1 :40-41 ). Certain fragments of Einbahnstrasse make 
clear the functions of aphoristic writing. "Fil l ing Station" (Tankstelle) , the 
first  text in the book, opposes the power of facts to the "steril i ty" of 
"convictions" that,  unt i l  now, have determi ned l i terary l ife:  These facts must 
be set forth through the wri ter's practical intervention. Einbahnstrasse's 
style-pseudo-advertising-seeks to acguire such a factual force.  
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Literary effectiveness, t o  be  noteworthy, can only come inro being in  a 
strict alternation between action and writing; it must nurture the 
inconspicuous forms that better fit i ts influence in acrive communities 
than does the pretentious , universal gesture of the book-in leaflets, 
brochures, articles , and placards . Only this prompt language shows i tself 
actively equal to the moment . Opinions are to the vast apparatus of social 
existence what oil is to machines : one does not go up to a turbine and 
pour machine oil over i t; one applies a li ttle to hidden spindles and joints 
that one has to know. (Reflectiom, 6 1 ,  translation slightly modified) 

1 1 9 

Effectiveness is thus the criterion in whose name Benjamin sacrifices both 
the old l iterary style and his own "theological" conception, c lose to sym
bolism, that consisted in denying the exi stence of the receiver. It i s  not a 
matter of "convincing "  the reader-"To convince is to conquer without 
conception" (0 berzeugen ist unfruchtbar), we read in "One-Way Streer"3-but 
of act ing on his mind through the eloquence of i rnages. Nevertheless , 
Benjami n  attempts to construct a continui ty. In another text ,  he refers to 
Mallarme who, in the early period of Benjamin's oeuvre, was one of the 
guarantors of his phi losophy of language . The author of Coup de de.r (Throw 
of the d ice) now takes on the role of grounding the turni ng point i n  
Benjamin 's thinking .  Benjamin goes s o  far as t o  associate Mallarme's "pure 
art" with advertis ing, which he has just justified in a half-cynical , half-meta
phorical way. The art of the book, at the origin of the diffusion of the Book 
of Books in i ts Lutheran translation, seemed to be reaching i ts end . 

Mallarme, who in the crystall ine structure of his certainly tradi tionalist 
writing saw the image of what was to come, was in  the "Coup de des" the 
first to incorporate the graphic tensions of the advertisement in the 
printed page . . . .  Printing, having found in the book a refuge in which 
to lead an autonomous existence, is piti less ly dragged our onto rhe street 
by advertisements and subjected to the brutal hereronomies of economic 
chaos. (Reflections_. 7 7 )  

In Einbahnstt·asse-a work close in  style to  a revolutionary tract or  lam
poon-Benjamin seeks to take the lead by practicing this "picture writ ing" 
through which writers "wil l  renew their authority in the l i fe of peoples" 
(Reflections, 78). He feels dose to the " traditionalist" (as Benjamin sees him) 
author Mallarme when he constructs the "graphic tensions of the advertise
ment" in his work. There is nothing to indicate that this i nterpretation of 
Mallarme's text-writing "piti lessly dragged out onto the street by adver
tisements"-is legi timate . In any case, it is representative of the type of 
relation Benjamin conceives between the dynamic of social development 
and the construct ive response of art . This relation is not determinist ,  not 



1 2 0  CHA P TER ll. THE O R Y O F  A R T  

even in  the case ofDadaism's "nervous reactions"-Dadaism is weaker than 
Mallarme's work, according to Benjam in-but is, rather, a privileged 
knowledge of the "monadical" artist .fho, in his " he�meti�_rQ9m" d iscovers 
the laws of actual i ty (Reflections, 77) . 

More than ever in Benjamin's thought , the construction built  by art i s  
the high seat of reason. Moral ity amounts to no more than the writer's 
professional ethic; science intervenes only in  the revolutionary 's audacious 
calculations . 5 In addition to the advice d ispensed to writers and the obser
vations on the mutations of the media, we can distinguish a few recurrent 
themes in  Einbahnstrasse: an ethnography of ci t ies, reflect ions on love, 
childhood memories, transcriptions of dreams, and remarks on the revolu
tionary crisis of humanity. In each, Benjamin attacks the currently accepted 
boundaries between spheres of real ity. Metaphorically or l iteral ly, he effaces 
the opposit ion between public l ife and private l ife,  exterior and in terior 
(furnishings and the soul l iving among them), the human and the animal , 
conscious thought and the dream ; in  his view, these separations are charac
teristic of "bourgeois" thought, which is responsi ble for all  abstraction. In 
"Imperial Panorama: A Tour of German Inflation," he observes the decli ne 
of al l the values that had been taken to be inalienable acquisi t ions of the 
West-· freedom, digni ty, generosity, d ialogue, urbani ty-in these d ifficul t  
years surrounding 1 923 ,  where only the "marvelous" seemed able to bring 
salvation (Reflections, 70). Nothing in the world revealed its secret ,  except 
through the writer's and philosopher's self-assured deciphering ; without 
this redemptive intervention, everything would remain myth. As a whole, 
Einbahnstrasse i s  both a sort of hygiene of writing that allowed Benjamin to 
escape the everyday myths ofbourgeois society, and t he "objective i nterpre
tation of the world" (Origin, 48) that he had announced in The Origin of 
German Tragic Drama. The phi losophy of Einbahnstrasse is  s ituated halfway 
between that of Nietzsche, who is assuredly one of Benjamin 's models, and 
that of Adorno's Minima moralia. It is an approach that exploits both the 
resources of a unique experience and a s ingular intel ligence in order to 
counter the i ntellectual conformity of the environment, and that associates 
a sort of h istorical mission with this subversive s tatus of subjectivity. The 
dream and personal experience are instrumental ized in the name of a cause 
of general i nterest and are invested with historical significance. 

The introduction to The Ot·igin of Gennan Tragic D1·ama st i l l  j ustified 
the essay form for systematic reasons, namely, the impossibi lity of reaching 
doctrine and the impotence of the deductive system. Einbahnstrasse adds to 
this a new pol i tical urgency: "These days , "  asserts Benjamin,  "when no one 
should rely unduly on his 'competence,' s trength l ies i n  i mprovisation. Al l  
the  decisive blows are struck left-handed" (Reflections, 65 ) .  Scientific and 
philosophical competence are devalued in  relation to strategic agi li ty. The 
outcast "strikes blows ," l ike Baudelai re, whose talent as a "fencer" Benjamin 
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wil l  underscore. Having become the model for a generation of intellectuals 
in revolt, i n  particular in the 1 960s and 1 970s,  this mode of thinking has 
revealed i ts weakness: In believing he could bypass argumentation, Ben
jamin encouraged the purely strategic attitude of those who believe they 
are authorized by the corrupt state of the world to use cunning and every 
possible weapon to realize their intimate conviction of incarnating j ustice 
and truth .  For Benjamin h imself, the antiauthori tarian impulse is already 
marked by authoritarian aspects . The tone of the short texts i n  Ein
bahnstrasse is that of the j udicial sentence, the imperative that does not suffer 
contrad iction: "Whoever cannot take a position must remain s i lent " (G.S. , 
4: 1 08). 

Up to this point ,  Benjamin  has d isputed philosophical abstraction as 
it appeared to him in the neo-Kantian context, by means of theological and 
l iterary categories (metaphors),  without, however, ceas ing to claim a "philo
sophical" style (Origin, 29) .  Einbahnstrasse is resolutely s ituated not only 
outside any universi ty context but also outside any philosophical argumen
tation . The constellation in which Benjamin's texts are i nscribed-until his 
integration into the Frankfurt School when he accepts, for good or i ll ,  the 
relatively tradit ional philosophical imperatives associated with the new 
requirements of a materialist d ialectic-is that of l iterature and poli t ics, 
under the sign both of a more remote but st i ll present rheological reference 
and of a concept of art that remains i ts most rigorous element from the 
philosophical point of view. 

Hesi ta tio n s  o n  th e Sta tus  of A rt 

Toward the middle of Einbahnstrasse, Benjamin brings together a certain 
number of rules and bits of advice, humorous or serious , for writers , to which 
he consigns the essential of h is new aesthetics . Three of these texts-"Die 
Technik  des Schreibers in  dreizehn Thesen" (The writer's technique in  
thi rteen theses),  "Dreizehn Thesen wider Snobisten" (Thirteen theses 
against snobs) , and "Die Technik des Kritikers in dreizehn Thesen" (The 
cri tic's technique i n  thi rteen theses) are among the most engaged theoretical 
formulations of Einbahnstrasse. Their goal is to rnaintain the aesthetic 
imperative in a strategic context :  How does one define a work of art worthy 
of the name when the principal criterion for creation is the effectiveness of 
i ts act ion on the receiver? 

Light in tone, the first series focuses on the author's psychology, on 
what he or she should or should not do to work successfully: external 
working conditions, rhythms , techniques for productive delay, how to 
manage i nspiration, d iscipline, schedul ing, material . These recommenda
tions have l i tt le normative value and stem from the author's personal 
preferences or idiosyncrasies .  The series ends with a sentence that echoes 
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The Origin of German Tragic Drama: "The work is the death mask of the 
conception" (Reflections, 8 1 ). "Truth, "  we read in the work on tragic drama, 
"is the death of i ntention" (Origin, 36) .  In each case, i ntention and concep
tion designate subjectivity pure and simple: I ts "death" is  a gauge of 
completion; the work of art or truth becomes detached from the person. It 
i s  significant-and apparently i ncoherent from the philosophical point of 
view-that Ben jam in retains the idea of the work of art, even though the 
first text of Einbahnstrasse pronounces that treatises , brochures , newspaper 
articles , and posters are l iterarily more effective. Perhaps we need to 
understand that such a subversion is legitimate only to the extent that it is  
carried out with ful l  consciousness of the traditional requirements of the 
work of art and i n  relation to them. 

In his "Thirten Theses against Snobs," Benjamin makes a rigorous-· 
and hardly "surrealist"-distinction between the work of art and the 
document. In  fact, we rarely find in  his earlier writ ings a concept of the 
work of art defined in terms of immanence, i ndependent of any "theological" 
function.  From a profane perspective, Benjamin now conceives the work of 
art and the document together. These theses are heteroclite and establish no 
hierarchy; they are also not argued . Benjamin l imits h imself to enumerating 
the symptorns that permit us to distinguish a work of art from a document. 
'I'he snob is someone who sets a child 's drawing or a primitive fet ish against 
Picasso (and invites Picasso to "pack up all his works of art" [G.S. , 4 :  107]). 
According to Benjarnin ,  the work of art is  opposed to the document in that 
the former has a legit imate claim to aesthetic appreciation: A document 
displays these qualities only i ncidentally. I nversely, "the work of art is  a 
document only incidentally" (G.S. , 4 : 1 07) . 

How do we know, when confronted with such an object ,  that i t  is  only 
a document? Beginning with the works ofMarcel Duchamp, Dadaism, and 
surreal ism, that is precisely one of the questions of modern aesthetics. When 
Benjamin opposes the artist who "makes a work of art" to the primit ive man 
who "expresses himself in documents" (G.S. , 4: 107), he seems to be 
presupposing an a priori distinction that would allow us to distinguish 
between art and document.  But there are documents and there are docu
ments : All fetishes are not equivalent , and prehistoric pai nt ings cannot be 
reduced to mere historical testimony. "No document , "  decrees Benjamin,  
" i s  as such a work of art" (G.S. , 4: 1 07) .  This i s  a tautology pure and s imple; 
we would like to know, precisely, how we move from autobiographical 
writing or the venerated image to the autonomous work of art . Benjamin 
evokes two types of dues: dues of  possible use and analytic dues . When he 
opposes the "masterpiece" (Meisterstiick) to "didactic m�s::__(Lehrstiick), i t  
is more a play o n  words than a conceptual �since the two terms 
are heterogeneous: "Masterpiece" designates an aesthetic meri t ,  while "di
dact ic means" is a pedagogical function, whether or not there i s  an aesthetic 
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aspect .  The category "didactic means" also applies to the work of art, s ince 
Benjamin adds: "Wi th the work of art , artists learn their craft , "  while 
" through documents , the public is educated" (G.S. , 4 : 1 07). These defini
t ions are not mutually exclusive: Nothing prevents the public from educat
ing i tself before works of art, and noth ing prevents artists from learning 
from documents, by drawing inspiration, for example, from the fetish form. 

The most i nstructive distinctions concern the relations between the 
form, subject matter, and content of the work of art . The document has 
neither form nor content. "In documents, subject matter has total domin
ion" (G.S. , 4 : 1 07)  I t  is l inked to the "dream" and opposed to the "experi
mental " character of the work of art's content; hence, Benjamin opposes the 
tel l ing characteristics of the document to the necessity of the public's 
val idation of the work of art. This need for val idation is t rans lated into the 
fact that, i n  the work of art, there exists no "content " i ndependent of i ts 
meaningful relationship to form : "Subject matter and form are a single 
thing :  content"-that is, the .. truth content" of the essays on Goethe and 
tragic drama-and subject matter is "ballast" to be jett isoned in considering 
the work . For " in  the work of art the law of form is central " (G.S. , 4: 1 08). 
Everything in  the work is subjugated to a principle of uni ty that is foreign 
to the document, and it  is this formal coherence that isolates a work of art 
from all others , whereas "all documents communicate in the material 
element" (G.S. , 4 : 1  07). Owing again  to i ts coherence, "the work of art is 
synthetic : central power [Kraftzentrale}" (G.S. , 4: 108); a force emerges from 
i t  that is ampl ified upon repeated contemplation. In  other words , i ts 
coherence establishes ties between the elements r hat are revealed only 
through prolonged contemplation. The document, on rhe other hand, i s  not 
even analytical : To real ize i ts ferti li ty, i t  "requires analysis . "  From the 
viewpoint of reception , i t  " rakes on ly by surprise" due to a surface analogy
which collapses before an insistent gaze-with the work of art. 

Finally, the last two theses oppose the "virile" qualit ies of the work of 
art and the artist to the passivi ty, even the "femi ninity," of the document :  
Inasmuch as the work o f  art both submi ts all matter to form and imposes 
i tself in a lasting way on the receiver, "the viril ity of works of art is i n  the 
attack" (G.S. , 4 : 1  08). In contrast, "the document's innocence serves as i ts 
cover" (G.S. , 4: 1 08) .  In  other words, the document means to escape j udg
ment on the pretext of something l ike an immaculate, irresponsible gesta
tion. S imilarly, " the art ist goes in conquest of content ," whi le "primitive 
man conceals himself behind subj ect matter, "  which is supposed to speak 
for i tself. Through its "content ,"  the work of art is the bearer of a truth .  As 
a result of the pure material i ty of the document or of tes t imony, ir claim.r 
nothing ,  neither art ist ic beauty nor truth. 

There is an obvious tension between, on the one hand, th is classical 
disti nct ion between the work of arr and t he document and ,  on the other, 
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the demand, in the first piece in  Einbahnstrasse, for unorthodox forms such 
as the tract or poster. For a full decade, until after writing "The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," Benjamin will  sacrifice his 
concept of the work of art, but not without some recurrent reservations. 
Hence, a short, very critical essay on Phi l ippe Soupault underscores the risks 
of "automatic writing. "  If artists have a better chance than d ilettantes of 
escaping stereotypes, i f  they are freer, they stil l  cannot "win at every stroke,"  
says Benjamin ,  citing Paul Valery. "In i rs  deepest strata, the felicitous 
constellation , the fantast ic i llumination only appear intermi ttently and 
occasionally" ("Phil ippe Soupault, Le coeur d'ot� " G.S. ,  3 :7 3-74). What g ives 
the product ions of dil ettantes, chi ldren,  eccentrics, and the mad " the 
autonomy in banality and freshness in horror that, in spite of everything ,  
are often missing in surrealist productions" is  not a technical necessity but 
a "vi tal" one. Failure is inevitable when the conscious memory is transposed 
after the fact into the unconscious. Benjamin prefers the authentic docu
ment to the surrealist work of art that claims to be the document of a dream 
world, an unconscious world ; with Valery, he defends the work of art i n  the 
traditional sense against the stylized document. 

In contrast,  in his essay "Surreal ism," publ ished in  1 929, Benjamin  
writes: "The writings of this circle are not li terature but something else
demonstration, documents, bluffs, forgeries if you wil l ,  but at any rate not 
l iterature" (Reflections, 1 79). He no longer defends "the work of art" against 
the document; he draws the consequences of what he had written i n  1 92 5  
o n  surrealism, which h e  did not clearly assume i n  Einbahnstrasse: "What we 
used to call arc only begins two meters from the body" (G.S. 2 :622). Between 
Einbahnstrasse and the essay on surrealism, Benjamin had begun to write on 
the Paris arcades, a study he would pursue until his death and that broke 
with the notion of the work of art . The phenomena analyzed-the architec..., 
ture of the arcades, ancient curios, aging photographs, advertising-possess 
the passive eloquence of documents and symptoms, not the "virile" elo
quence of works of art that bear a phi losophical "content. " 

F inally, "The Critic's Technique in  Thirteen Theses" moves c loser to 
the position defended in the essay on surreal ism. In this section, the concept 
of t he work of art appears only once, but in a manner that relativizes i ts 
val id i ty in  the name of intellectual struggle. The work of art is only an 
i nstrument in this struggle, a weapon: "Artistic exaltation is foreign to the 
cri tic. The work of art in h is hands is the cold steel in the battle of minds" 
(G.S. , 4 : 1 09), and " the critic is a strategist in the batt le of l iterature" (G.S. , 
4 : 1  08). Benjamin does not say what is at stake in  this battle. Taking the era 
i nto consideration, we m ight think the stakes are political. But Benjamin  
never uses the term here .  He requires only one thing: that one take sides. 
"Whoever cannot take a posi tion must remain s ilent" (G.S. , 4 : 1 08). Such 
an imperative is far from either the "positive" criticism of the romanticism 
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of Jena, which measured the work of art only against i ts own Idea, or from 
cri ticism as the " mortification" of works of art i n  the name of their truth 
content .  These two types of criticism, romantic and theological , are not 
engaged in ideological batt le . One of the theses-"The cri t ic has nothing 
to do with the exegesis of past eras of art" (G.S. , 4 :  1 08)--could be read as 
a self-cri ticism, were the essays on Goethe and tragic drama not conceived 
as i nterventions i n  the process of a l i terary tradi tion. Until  that point ,  
Benjamin had underscored the necessity for the critic of a temporal d istance 
that al lowed him or her to distinguish without possible confusion what, i n  
the i nterest elici ted by  the work of  art, stemmed from the subject matter 
and what from the truth content .  In a text published in January 1 927 ,  after 
Benjamin's long journey to Moscow in December 1 926, he wrote that the 
cri ticism opposed to all "tendentious art" belonged to the "heavy art i llery 
drawn from the arsenal of bourgeois aesthetics " ("Erwiderung an Oscar A.  
I-I . Schmidtz" [Reply to Oscar A.  H .  Schmidtz] , G.S. ,  2 : 7 5 1 ). Such formu
lations were not yet to be found in  Einbahnstrasse. But the call to take s ides, 
or to be s i lent if unable to do so, already stemmed from the "arsenal" of a 
material ist aesthetic .  

This is not necessari ly the case for the fifth thes is : " 'Objectivi ty' must 
always be sacrificed to the ,party spirit ,  if the cause for which one is fight ing 
is worth the trouble" (G.S. , 4 : 1  08). The qualificat ion that the cause m ust 
be worthy i ntroduces an "objective" consideration, s ince i t  must be possible 
to argue in favor of the cause. In  this way, Benjamin indicates that the 
"strategy" he is defending is more than a simple partisan atti tude; by taking 
s ides ,  he is aiming at the universal , as the sixth thesis again underscores : 
"Cri ticism is an affair of morali ty. If  Goethe was wrong about Holderli n  and 
Kleist ,  Beethoven and Jean Paul ,  it was not because of his understandi ng 
of art but rather because of his moral i ty" (G.S. , 4 : 1 08) . The opposition 
between morality and understanding is significant .  It  is not clear why 
Goethe's lack of understanding for the an of the romant ic generation could 
have been relevant only to his morali ty, and not to his sense of art . The 
conceptual bases of the essay on Goethe's Elective Affinities would not have 
al lowed such a disti nction . By making moral ity (and implicitly, poli tics) 
the ultimate criterion for criticism , Benjamin abandons the logic proper to 
the work of art and i ts internal morali ty, indissociable from i ts aesthetic 
form . l-Ienceforth, the ideas of the work of art are separable from i ts aesthetic 
form : "The cri tic's art in nuce: to forge slogans without betraying ideas . The 
slogans of incompetent criticism sell off the idea to fashion" (G.S. , 4 : 1 09). 
The romantic respect for ideas , however, explains why Benjamin 's cri t ical 
essays-whether he is writ ing on Proust or Kafka-are not as reductive as 
those of other authors once they embraced Marxism. In spi te of his wi l l  to 
conform to the laws of the l i terary "battle," h is att itude toward the work of 
art remai ns comprehensive; he continues to seek a "truth content . " 
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The same ambivalence is found again  with regard to the public's 
evaluation. In 1 93 5 ,  Benjamin judges the public competent to evaluate 
film,  which leaves no superiority to the professional cri tic .  In Einbahnstrasse, 
the critic conserves his romantic privi lege: "For the critic, h is colleagues are 
the supreme court .  Not the public. And a fortiori not posterity" (G.S. , 
4: 1 08). The public is always wrong: It cannot accept what is i nnovative in  
a work of  art; i t  must " nevertheless always feel represented by  the cri tic" 
(G.S. , 4 : 1 09). To the extent that the critic's arguments are well-founded , 
his interpretations j ud icious, and his judgments convincing ,  the public can 
only identify with him. As for posterity, it " forgets or celebrates . Only the 
critic j udges while faci ng the author" (G.S. , 4 : 1 08). This face-to-face 
relat ion between crit ic and author contrasts with Benjam in's earlier 
thoughts on crit icism as the "exegesis of past eras of art. "  Criticism i s  
centered on  the present and on  contemporary battles . Hence the i mportance 
of polemics :  "Polemics entails annihi lat ing a book i n  a few quotations. The 
less you study it, the better off you are .  Once someone can annihilate, he 
can crit icize" (G.S. , 4 : 1  08). Such is the attitude of Karl Kraus , to whom 
Benjamin devotes a fai rly long text in Einbahnstrasse (G.S. , 4 : 1 2 1 ). 

Whatever the ambiguity of the relarion between the theses on the 
critic's technique and the theses that distinguish between the work of art 
and the document, the ambivalence concerning the "law of form" and 
strategy can be resolved , inasmuch as the strategist's "taking s ides" remains 
faithful to fai rly firm cri teria such as the " idea," which has to be defended 
against fashion. And i f "objecrivity" is sacrificed , the "cause" m ust be worth 
the trouble. In contrast , "Space for Rent" articulates theses that are hardly 
compat ible with the aesthetic of the theses against snobs and those on the 
critic's technique .  ''Fools lament the decay of cri ticism. For i ts day is long 
past. Cri ticism is a matter of correct d istancing"  (Reflections, 8 5 ) . To the 
"unclouded" and "innocent eye," Benjamin  no longer opposes the ''s ide-tak
ing" of the strategist who mil i tates for a cause that is worth the trouble .  
Rather, he  opposes i t  to " the most real" gaze today, that of advertis ing. 
Hence the strategy of an art serving the power of money: It is an involuntary 
strategy, advertising as "absolute expression, "  as objectively the most 
advanced med ium of the age ,  turning against its immediate i ntentions. 
Einbahnstrasse brings together three viewpoints : the aesthetic (the work of 
arr opposed to the document); the pol it ical (strategy opposed to a supposed 
critical obj ectivi ty); and the cynical (advertising opposed to all criticism 
but conceal ing a subversive ulterior motive) . These d i fferent v iewpoints are 
also inexplicably intermi ngled in the Paris Arcades project, conceived in  
1 927 ,  i n  which ''the profane motifs of One-Way Street wil l  march past . . .  
hellishly intens ified" (Correspondence, 322). 

Einbahnstrasse is the heterocli te construction s i te of different "mo
ments"  that constitute Benjamin's thinking in the decade 1 926-1 93 5 .  
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Before reaching a relatively firm and well-defined posit ion, in the 1 93 5 
Expose of Paris Arcades ("Paris ,  Capital of the Nineteenth Century") and in 
"The Work of Art," Benjam in tries out two conceptions represented by 
contemporary authors , both essential for him and both seeking to actual ize 
a buried past .  He does not immediately succeed in synthesizing the two: 
the first ,  a Proustian and surreal ist conception of a subversive sphere of 
images; and the second, a conception of Judaism (in Kraus and Kafka) in  
the process of  destroying modern myths , but in rhe name of  a tradit ion that 
was itself sick and that made it fall back into the ambiguous sphere of art. 
If surrealism was in danger of succumbing to the risk of a renewed myth of 
moderni ty, modern Judaism did not seem to be reaching a clear awareness 
of what was at stake in the social sphere. The Paris Arcades project must be 
understood as an attempt to elaborate a theory of moderni ty that associates 
the surrealist-nihil ist-gaze on the recent past with a moral and poli tical 
imperative inspired by Judaism. 

THE P OLITICS OF IMA GES 

In  Einbahnstrasse, a new form of myth begins to forge a path.  I t  is this 
enchanted mythology of big ci ties that the Paris Arcades project sets forth . 
Myth as utopia is superimposed on myth as ideology, that i s ,  as pagan and 
supersti tious belief. The themes of the child and the lover, the dreamer and 
the animal, the traveler, the collector, and the writer are l inked to the 
utopian myth. These are beings who have an experience of reality s ituated 
on the near side of conscious objectification and who thus escape the real ity 
and uti l i ty principles . Exposed to the terrors of myth, they are the only ones 
who sti ll recognize the miraculous : "Stamps are vis it ing cards that the great 
States deposit  in rhe bedrooms of children" (G.S. , 4 : 1 3  7). Everything in the 
ci ty possesses the dual characteristic of being a source of anxiety and a 
promise of happiness .  Such is the ambigui ty of urban space l ived by those 
who do not have the clouded perception of adults , by those who have 
conserved the child's keen sensitivi ty, by those whose gaze reveals the true 
nature of reali ty. Wi th reference to educational materials, Benjamin estab
l ishes a c lose relation between the chi ld and the artist, both of whom 
recognize the miraculous in things diverted from their uti l itarian context 
(G.S . .  4 : 1 04-1 05 ). Other pieces in Einbahnstrasse are, in fact, early versions 
of certain texts in Berliner Kindheit ("Vergrosserungen" [Enlargements} , 
G.S. , 1 1 3-1 1 6). 

According to a tradi tional theme of romanticism ,  the child , in  escaping 
the sole cons ideration of the useful and the rational , preserves in play the 
sense of totali ty. Benjamin seeks to rehabil itate this immediate uni ty of all 
human forces in the practical relation between the body and the world . In 
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"Madame Ariane-Second Courtyard on the Left , "  he goes so far as to defend 
telepathy6 against any conscious anticipation of the future, which is suspected 
of being a source of paralysi s .  I t  is through "alert dexteri ty" that " the man 
of courage lays hands on the future" (Reflections, 89) instead of confining 
himself to foreseeing i t  or receiving revelation from it :  "For p resence of m i nd 
is an extract of the future, and precise awareness of the p resent moment 
more decisive than foreknowledge of the most distant events . . . .  To turn 
the threatening future into a fulfilled now, the only desi rable telepathic 
miracle, i s  a work of bodily presence of mind" (Reflections, 89). 

In  abandoning the primacy of the theological reference, Benjamin 
moves closer to surrealism. He will criticize Andre Breton's passion for 
fortune tellers and spiritual ism, but he wil l also say that intoxication
which, according to him,  can be "theological"-is an " introductory lesson" 
of materialist and anthropological inspiration. At a collective level ,  human
ity's relation to technology stems from the same logic: "They alone shall 
possess the earth who live from the powers of the cosmos" (Reflections, 92) .  
I nstead of communing with the cosmos i n  a purely optical manner, as  modern 
science does , humanity must commune with it through the i ntoxication of 
the entire body, in the fullness of the present instant and with complete 
presence of m ind ; otherwise, we risk communing with it through destruc
tion, i n  spi te of ourselves-in the horror of modern wars, for instance .  It i s  
here that the phi losophical change appears most clearly :  Benjamin has 
moved from a contemplation of origins in  the quest for the true name of 
thi ngs to practical intervention in the world as a way of warding off ancient 
magic with the enl ightened magic of technology. Benjam in  expects the 
proletariat to reestablish its tie to the experience of intoxication, which 
l inked the ancients to rhe cosmos: "The l ivi ng being conquers the frenzy of 
destruction only in the intoxication of procreation"· (Reflections, 94, transla
t ion mod ified). l-Ie thus attempts to confer a revolutionary significance on 
what , in the work of Nietzsche and Ludwig Klages, was conceived as a 
radical opposit ion to such a spirit.7 

Einbahnstrasse already owes a great deal to Paris :  In Paris Benjamin 
found " the form appropriate for this book. "  There he discovered an affinity 
between his thinking and the most recent intellectual and l iterary move
ments: "I feel that, in Germany, I am completely isolated from those of my 
generation . . . .  In France individual phenomena are engaged i n  something 
that also engages me-among authors, Giraudoux and especially Aragon; 
among movements ,  surrealism" (Correspondence, 3 1 5 , translation slightly 
modified). It was also in Paris that , in  1 927 ,  he began to draft "the highly 
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remarkable and extremely precarious essay 'Paris Arcades: A Dialectical 
Fairy Play' " (Correspondence, 322) ,  of which he said rhat he had "never 
written while risking failure to that point" (Correspondence, 333 ,  translation 
modified).  If he were to succeed, "an old and somewhat rebellious, quasi
apocryphal province of my thoughts wi l l  really have been subjugated, 
colonized, managed " (Correspondence, 333) .  It is diffi cult to say what "prov
ince" Benjamin is speaki ng of; we might suppose these thoughts are l inked 
to certain  pieces in Einbahnstrasse: notations of experiences or archetypal 
observations of the c ity and childhood , where the baroque vision of history 
as petrified nature and rhe surreal ist vis ion of the recent past as a primitive, 
abruptly archaic history come toget her. 

Benjamin would like to "put to the test the extent to which i r  i s  
possible to be 'concrete' in  the context of the phi losophy of history" 
(Correspondence, 333) .  As he wrote in his notes for Paris A rcades, he felt that 
the concreteness of the philosophy of history left something to be des ired , 
both i n  Hegel and in  Marx or Heidegger ("N" 2 ,  6 and "N" 3 ,  1 ,  pp. 48 ,  
50-5 1 ) . He bel ieved he had found in  surreal ism elements that would allow 
him to make thi nking about history more concrete: 

An all  too ostentatious proximity to the surrealist movement might  
become fatal to the  [A rcades] project, as  u nderstandable and as  wel l 
founded as this proximity might be. In order t o  ext r icate i t  from this 

s ituation , I have had to expand the ideas of the pro j eer more and more. 
I have thus had to make it so un iversal within i rs most part icular and 
mi nute framework that it wi l l  take possess ion of the inheritance of 
surreal ism in purely temporal terms and , indeed , with all the authority 
of a phi losoph ical Forrinbras. (Correspondence. 342) 

Benjamin called the essay on surreal ism , published in  early 1 929,  "an 
opaque screen placed before the A rcades work" (Correspondence, 347). "The 
issue here," he explains to Scholem, " is  precisely what you once touched on 
after reading One- Way Street: to attai n the most extreme concreteness for an 
era,  as it occasionally  manifested itself in chi ldren's games , a build ing, or a 
real-life si tuation" (Correspondence, 348). He also indicated the goal of the 
book i n  an expression he used for a text wri tten on his trip to Moscow: " In  
th i s  picture, 'all factual i ty is already theory, ' and therefore it  refrains from 
any deductive abstraction, any prognostication, and , wi thin certain bounds, 
even any j udgment" (Correspondence, 3 1 3  ). This philosophy was close to the 
theoretical ideal of Goethe ,  who dreamed of a kind of "higher empiricism" 
grasping "original phenomena" in  the most concrete objects and who 
proposed to " think of science as art if we expect to derive any k ind of 
wholeness from i t "  (epigraph to Origin .. 27 . )  I n  Benjamin's works, the 
boundary between theory and li terature tends to become effaced along the 
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path of such a science, which affects the consistency of h is theoretical 
construct ions : From theory, we continually move toward literary evocations. 

In spite of their  theoretical nature, most of the writings of that period 
were in fact characterized by a devaluation of theory. Compared to practice 
or to the image, theory was judged to be "contemplative" and even false. In 
that sense, Benjam i n  was indebted to the tendencies ofhis age;  h is aspi ration 
toward concreteness was part of the vast movement of the "detranscenden
tal izarion" of thought in  which existent ial ontologies and philosophies ,  
ph ilosophical anthropology, historical material ism, and psychoanalysis all 
participated . The image, according to Benjamin ,  possessed both an imme
diate concreteness and the capacity to elici t a practice. He was not yet using 
rhe concept "dialectical image," which he would employ during the 1 930s; 
but the concept of the i mage already occupied a central place, more general 
than that of"symbol" and "al legory. " Benjam in considered himself an expert 
in images who was placing his knowledge in the service of social transfor
mation. H is knowledge was stil l  implicitly supported by his theological 
conception of language following the loss of the Adamic name: The 
authentic image overcame the abstraction that characterized conceptual 
meantng .  

From the outset, Benjamin designated surrealist productions not as 
works of art but as documents (Reflections, 1 79). Contrary to what the "theses 
against snobs" still suggested , there is nothing pejorat ive or l imiting in the 
term "docurr1ent . "  On the contrary, according to the essay "Surrealism, "  
abandoning art may be  a duty of  the contemporary art ist: 

It is far less a matter of making the artist ofbourgeois origin into a master 
of ''proletarian art" than of deploying him, even at the expense of h is 
artist ic act ivity, at important points in this sphere of imagery [that needs 
to be discovered}. Indeed, might not perhaps the interruption of h is 
"artistic career" be an essential part of his new function?  The jokes he 
tel ls are the better for it. (Ref/ectiom, 1 9 1 )  

This i s  one o f  Benjamin's most rad ical texts in  terms o f  favoring the 
subordi nation of art to poli tics. Against the optirr1ism of the bourgeois and 
the social democratic parties, Benjamin proposes "the organization of 
pessimism," which will "expel moral metaphor from politics and . . .  
d iscover in  pol itical action a sphere reserved one hundred percent for 
images"  (Reflections, 1 9 1 )-a sphere inaccessible to contemplation. It wil l  
be the sphere of a full  integration of the body i nto poli tical action,8 which 
w il l  not allow any gap to remain between knowledge and i ts object ;  i t  will 
be an i nstantaneous joining of cognitive, practical, and aesthetic aspects in 
a profane i lluminat ion that incites toward lucid action. In this  essay, 
Benjamin clarifies the idea of a synthesis between Nietzsche and Marx that 
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he had sketched at the end of Einbahnstrasse. In profane i l lumination, "when 
. . .  body and image so interpenetrate that al l revolutionary tension becomes 
bodily collect ive innervation, and all the bodily innervat ions of the collec
t ive become revolutionary discharge . . .  real ity [has} transcended i tself to 
the extent demanded by the Comm11nist l\-1anifesto" (Reflections, 1 92) .  

The surrealists provided the model for such a sphere of images . Their  
l i terary and artistic act ivi ty performed an immediately revolutionary func
tion. This was already the program of the romantics of Jena when they 
transposed the political issues of the French Revolution onto a purely artistic 
terrain .  But the move from the work of art to the document was coming 
about i n  a modern si tuation of the "cris is of the intel ligentsia" (Reflections, 
1 77), which was precisely "that of the humanistic concept of freedom,, 
(Reflections, 1 77) .  A "poetic polit ics" in  the style of rornanticism could no 
longer be an adequate response (Reflections, 1 90): "Since Bakunin ,  Europe 
has lacked a radical concept of freedom. The Surrealists have one. They are 
the first to liquidate the sclerotic liberal-moral-humanistic i deal of free
dom" (Reflections, 1 89). They employed the cult of evil , the sulfurous 
anti-Catholicism of Arthur Rimbaud, Compt D. Lautreamont ,  and Guil
laume Apollinaire, to "disinfect" poli tics by separating i t  from any "moral
izing d ilettantism" (Reflections, 1 87), for that is  how Benjamin perceived the 
reformist polit ics of the bourgeois or social ist democrats . Yer he sti l l  had 
reservations about the surreal ists: " I-Iave they bound revolt to revolution?"  
he asked,  or more precisely, to " the constructive, dictatorial s ide  of revolu
tion[ ?}" (Reflections, 1 89). Benjamin was expressing a point of view charac
teristic of the debates on the German extreme left ,  which was permeated 
by the ideas of Lenin. 

Like the Leninists and like Carl Schmitt,  Benjamin preferred decision 
to discussion: The document that was replacing l i terature had as i ts goal to 
"go beyond the stage of eternal discussion and , at any price, to reach a 
decision" (Reflections, 177 ), a decision that, for the surreal ist s ,  st i l l  oscil lated 
between revolt and revolution. For them, 

image and language rake precedence. Nor only before meaning .  Also 
before the self. In the world's structure dream loosens individuality l ike 
a bad tooth . This loosening of the se lf by intoxication is, at the same 
time, precisely the fruitful ,  l iving experience that allowed these people 
to step outside the domain of intoxication. (Reflection, 1 79) 

That intoxication, which Einbahnstrasse already invited the reader to enjoy 
in order to overcome the modern gap between humanity and the cosmos, 
was in  this case a "profane il!ttmination, a material ist ic ,  anthropological 
i nspiration, to which hashish, opium, or whatever else can g ive an intra-
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ductory lesson. (But a dangerous one; and the rel igious lesson is stricter)" 
(Reflections, 1 79). 

This passage indicates how Benjamin intends to i ntegrate the "relig
ious lesson" of his earlier writings into an "anthropological materialism." 
He seeks "to win the energies of intoxication for the revolution" (Reflections, 
1 89). The document of intoxication or of automatic writing,  of this fruitful 
crossing of the threshold between waking and s leeping, which suspends 
both meaning and the self.-indexes of the abstract "meaning"  of fallen 
language-is an image that carries wi thin it profane i llumination. Such a 
document was thus no longer opposed, as in  Einbahnstrasse, to the "central 
power" of the work of art ; it was no longer primitive "entrenchment," 
passivity calling for analysis in order to become product ive. If reading and 
thought are also forms of i llumination and intoxication, if  they are also 
capable of overcoming the gaps in consciousness, the self, and abstract 
meaning, then surrealist i rrationalism is no longer j ustified. Benjamin 
wishes to t ranspose the surreal ist experience to a field foreign to i t :  that of 
effect ive action. Rightly no doubt, Georges Batai l le rej ected such a fusion9; 
the artist ic experience cannot be instrumentalized for poli tical action. Neither 
art nor poli tics would benefit :  Art would lose its autonomy and politics i ts 
seriousness . Thus Benjamin, without abandoning the principle, would soon 
seek another way to place his aptitudes in the service of social transforma
tion. 

When he writes that the text on surrealism refers d iscreetly to his Paris 
At·cades project, he is al luding to an aspect of h is affi nity w ith surrealist 
writings that would long remain al ive in  his thinking. I t  was the "revolu
t ionary" nihilism of certain individual experiences in the urban space that 
al lowed Benjamin to actualize certain ideas he had until t hen associated 
with baroque allegory. Surrealism, writes Benjamin i n  a passage that 
perfectly expresses the motivation for his interest i n  the Paris of the 
nineteenth century, 

can boast an extraordinary d iscovery. (It} was the first to perceive the 
revolutionary energies that appear in the "outmoded,"  in the first i ron 
constructions , the first factory bui ldings, the earliest photos, the  objects 
that have begun to be exti nct, grand pianos, the dresses of five years ago, 
fash ionable restaurants when the vogue for them has begun to ebb from 
them .  The relation of these things to revolution-no one can have a more 
exact concept of it than these authors . . . .  They bring the immense forces 
cf "atmosphere" concealed in these things to the point of explosion. 
(Reflections, 1 81-1 82) 

It i s  the present i tself that Benjamin is now able to perceive as a 
"petrified,  primordial landscape. " "Revolutionary nihilism" means convert-
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i ng what is "prehistoric" and unbreathable about the age i nto a subversive 
perception. The surrealist approach, according to him, consists in " the 
substitution of a polit ical for a historical view of the pas t "  (Reflections, 1 82) ,  
an expression that could also apply to the Paris Arcades project or to the 
"Theses on the Phi losophy of History. " Although those works abandoned 
the project "to win the energies of intoxication for the revolution" (Reflec
tions, 1 89), l ike the essay on surrealism they undertook to bring about an 
awakening by casting a political gaze on the past ,  as it pressed with all its 
weight on the present,  to make it appear as a petrified, primordial landscape. 
The method for such a reading consists in applying Adamic naming to a 
reality prey to abstract meaning, myth, and anxiety. Whatever the socio
logical concepts that Benjamin would subsequently introduce on the advice 
of Adorno and I-Iorkheimer, he remained guided by this fundamental 
i ntui tion. 

Ii is essays on .Kraus and Kafka show that he could not abandon the 
critical potential of Judaism; he links them to his revolutionary interpreta
t ion of French writers , as the positive, messianic face to complement 
surrealist nihil ism. Their lucidi ty, permeated by tradition, serves as a 
counterweight to the temptation to " intoxication,"  which Benjamin rapidly 
abandoned and which would no longer figure in  the sociological Paris 
A rcades project. 

Benjamin characterized modern art-in surrealism and in the works 
of Proust and Kafka-as the emancipation of the image or the represented 
gesture from any constituted meaning;  but, instead of accepting the i rre
d uci ble character of this status of art, he went on to i nterpret the emanci

pated image-in a way he had already experimented wi th in his work on 
Goethe-as the supreme form in which truth can appear to us during an 
age deprived of theological doctrine. Ultimately, he does not adm i t  the open 
plurality of ever-renewable interpretations because of the phi losophico
theological status he grants to the true reading, which l inks the image to 
doctrine. 

Surrealism had shown how the image could fulfi l l  a revolutionary 
function: by presenting the accelerated aging of modern forms as an 
incessant production of the archaic, which summed up the true sense of 
contemporary life. Through the ruins of modernization, i t  revealed the 
urgency of a revolutionary turn. Benjamin was then led to animate the static 
model through which he had identified the contemporary world with a 
mythical world, in order to oppose to it theological truth. That same 
operation was now placed in the service of the revolution. In his essay "Franz 
Kafka," Benjamin for the first time uses the image of progress as a storm 
blowing from the primitive world-a forgotten world that is present in  its 
very obl ivion 

10-a storm to which he opposes the cavalcade of memory and 
study in quest of the forgotten origin. For such study, gestures-whose 
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significance escapes Kafka himself, but which are most c losely l inked to 
t ruth-are reveal ing. No longer does the "sphere of images" act immedi
ately on the receiver, as Benjamin stil l held i n  the essay on surrealism; rather, 
a work of memory and interpretation are opposed to the bl ind action of a 
historical progress that only reproduces the same catastrophes ad i nfi ni turn . 
The memory work that, i n  the service of revolution, seizes hold of the 
forgotten past's l iberat ing force is the animation of the proj ections for which 
The Origin of German Tragic Drama provided the model . Through the static 
interpretation of al legory, modern humanity has been returned to the state 
of the creature and has seen abstract subjectivi ty gathered up and abolished 
in the economy of Creation. Here, the dynamic interpretation of rhe images 
of the primit ive world , perceived and named in their t ruth, carries out a 
revolutionary operation on the oblivion upon which blind progress is  
founded. But the world of myth is i tself animated through the image of the 
storm . In the same way, the work of pro jection becomes engaged in  
his tory-as active remembrance with a revolutionary function, the reappro
priation of the foreign body in which we have been exi led by oblivion. 

Stemming from his work translating Proust's Renzembrance ofThings Past, 
undertaken in 1 926 with Franz Hessel, "The Image of Proust" is l inked to the 
conceptions outlined in "Surrealism." Benjamin is totally uninterested i n  the 
architectural aims of Remembrance ofThings Past, the romantic and symbolist 
metaphysics that make works of art the ultimate aim of human life: "Proust 's 
analysis of snobbery, which is £'1r more important than his apotheosis of art, 
constitutes the apogee of his criticisms of society" (l/lmninations, 209-2 1 0). 
Three things interest Benjamin in the Proustian oeuvre: social physiology, the 
status of the image, and the aspiration for "presence of mind," the authentic 
form of our relation to time. Benjamin  sees in  Proust a detective, a spy 
introduced into the heart of a class "which is everywhere pledged to camou
flage its material basis and for this reason must imitate feudalism" (Illumina
tions, 2 1 0, translation modified). 

The reflection on the status of the image introduces theses that wi l l  be 
developed i n  "On Some Motifs in Baudelai re" :  "The image in Proust is the 
highest physiognomic expression which the irresistibly growing d iscrep:.. 
ancy between l i terature and l ife was able to assurne" (l/lmninations, 202,  
trans lation s lightly modified). Accord ing to Benjamin, the resistance of 
contemporary forms of existence to a poetic formulation is such that, after 
Proust, there could never again be a " l ifework."  More than a work of 
memory, he sees Proust 's work as "a Penelope work of forgetting . . . .  Is not 
the involuntary recollection, Proust 's memoire involontaire, much c loser to 
forgetting than what is usually called memory?"  (lllmninations, 202). Ben
jamin contrasts the product iveness of such forgetting-a romantic theme 
to which he had wanted to devote an essay on a novella by Tieck1 1-to the 
destructive character of everyday rationality: "Wi th our purposeful act ivity 
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and, even more,  our purposive remembering each day unravels the web and 
the ornaments of forgetting .  That is why Proust finally turned h is days i nto 
nights" (Illuminations, 202) .  Forgetting is associated with dreams and the 
resemblance established with the dream world . The object of Remem.brance 
ofThings Past is " the image, which satisfied h is curiosi ty-indeed, assuaged 
his homesickness. He lay on h i s  bed racked with homesickness ,  homes ick 
for the world d istorted in the stare of resemblance, a world in which the 
true surrealist face of existence breaks through" (li!Janinations, 205 ) . ' Ben
jamin confers not merely a l i terary value but an "ontological" status on 
Proust's metaphors .  He speaks of surrealism in relation to Proust to indicate 
that he has d iscovered in both a single preoccupation, not merely art istic,  
bur viral :  a quest for happi ness and presence of mind , such that they 
reconsti tute the fragmented human faculties. This integrity of facult ies 
seems to h im to be art ists' contribution to social revolution. 

The relation Benjamin establishes between the image and t ime is 
l inked to that i nterpretation. For Benjamin,  what interests Proust i s  the 
intermingling of time, where memory and aging confront each other: 

It  is the world in a state of resem blances , the domain of the correspondances; 
the Romanticists were the first to comprehend them and Baudelaire 
embraced them most fervently, bur Proust was the only o ne who 
managed to reveal them in our l ived l ife .  This is the work of the memoire 
itwolontaire, the rej uvenating force which is a match for the inexorable 
process of agi ng . . . . A Ia rerhenhe d11 temps perd11 is the constant attempt 
to charge an enc ire l ifetime with the utmost presence of mind.  Proust's 
method is actualization, not reflection. He is fi l led with the i nsight that 
none of us has t ime to l ive the true dramas of the l ife that we are destined 
for. This is  what ages us-this and nothing else. The wrinkles and creases 
on our faces are the registration of the great pass ions , vices , ins ights that 
called on us; but we, the masters , were not home. (l 1/uminations, 2 1 1--
2 1 2 , translation s lightly modified) 

Voluntary memory, denied access to the best  things , and aging due to 
forgett ing are part of the "poverty" that the surrealists set forth in such a 
subversive manner. Like them , Proust-as Benjamin interprets h im
works to create that "sphere reserved one hundred percent for i mages" 
(Reflections, 1 9 1 ); l ike them, he empties "the dummy, h is self, at one stroke" 
(l!lmninations, 205 ); he sets aside the abstract meaning of a language held 
prisoner to voluntary memory. This is how Benjamin would l ike to decipher 
the images of the n ineteenth century, by wrenching them free from their 
mythifying action on our oblivious mind .  

The encounter with Brecht in  1 929 and the  discussions wi th  Horkhe
imer and Adorno rhat same year concerning the Paris Arcades project led 
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Benjamin to modify his conception of the relation between l iterature and 
revolution. Without renouncing his reflections on the correspondances and on 
the intellectual imperatives of contemporary Judaism, he sought to respond 
to the exigenci es of the most acute social criticism. For a dozen years, the 
interlacing objections of Brecht, Adorno, and Scholem would be a deter
mining factor in the development of h is thought, though he did not manage 
to make a real theoretical synthesis of these heterogeneous imperatives. "My 
writings have certainly always conformed to my convictions, "  he wrote to 
Scholem in  1 934,  "but . . . I have only seldom made the attempt-and then 
only in conversation-to express the whole contradictory grounds from 
which those convictions arise in the ind ividual manifestations they have 
taken" (Correspondence, 439) .  The indisputable richness resulting from that 
unstable situation, which has delighted the li terary interpreters ofhis work, 
goes hand in hand with a certain phi losophical incoherence. 

J UDA ISM A ND S O CIA L CRITICISM: 
KRA US A ND KA FKA 

Drrring the period between Einbahnst'rasse ( 1928) and "The Work of Art in  
the Age ofMechanical Reproduction" ( 1 935 ), the two rr1ost developed texts 
that Benjamin managed to complete and publish were devoted to Karl 
Kraus and Franz Kafka. I-Iis interest in Kraus dates from about 1 9 1 6  (G.S. ,  
2 : 1 078), 12 while that in Kafka had manifested itself by 1925 at  the latest 
(Correspondence, 279) .  In 1 928-1929, having portrayed Kraus in a fragment 
in Einbahnstrasse ("Kriegerdenkmal" (War memorial} , G.S. ,  4: 1 2 1 ), he 
publ ished four fairly brief texts on Karl Kraus 13 before devoting almost a 
year's work to him , from March 1 930  to February 1 93 1 .  His first text on 
Kafka dates from 1 927 .  U nei l  the end of his l ife, he gathered notes for a 
book on the author of The Trial, even outlining a new interpretat ion of that 
work in 1938 (Correspondence, 563-566). 14 This speaks to the importance of 
the two essays, which, in counterpoint to the "nihilist" reflections on 
surrealism, represented the normative background against which Benjamin 
assimi lated the avant-garde spirit. 

We are thus dealing with rwo texts from the period of radical commit
ment, which reveal most clearly both the permanence of the theological 
reference in Benjamin's thinking and the value he accorded Judaism within 
the framework of that commitment. Benjamin perceived Kraus and Kafka 
as he perceived himself, as authentic representatives of a great trad ition at 
a t ime when it was undergoing a deep crisis .  All three authors formulated 
a severe j udgment on the age they were living i n, which appeared to them 
to be a return to the most remote stages of civilization, to such a point that 
myth appeared as a deliverance (Illuminations, 1 1 7) .  
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In  the name of his i nterpretation of Jewish rheology, Benjamin had 
opposed pagan myth along with i ts avatars in law, phi losophy, and l iterature . 
Here he suggests that Kafka's novels "are set in a swamp world .  I n  his works, 
created things appear at the stage Bachofen has termed the hetaeric.  The 
fact that it is now forgotten does not mean that it does not extend into the 
present. On the contrary: i t  is actual by virtue of this very oblivion" 
(ILluminations, 1 30). Outli ned here is Horkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, which sees modern reason plunging back i nto prehistoric 
barbarism . But for Benjamin ,  it is  not a dialectic of reason that i s  responsible  
for that regression : Law is quite s imply not progress away from myth but, 
rather, a variant of i t  and a forgetful ness . From the outset,  Benjami n  
relativizes the promise o f  modern reason; he had never taken i t  seriously. 
No progress has yet taken place. Like Kraus and Kafka, he compares the 
fragil i ty of Western reason to a messianic promise in whose name any 
progress realized can be reduced to a mere adj ustment within a permanent 
catastrophe. Jewish theology has the task-to use Freud 's term-of drying 
up the swamp of the modern West.  "This man,"  Benjamin writes of Karl 
Kraus in 1 928 ,  "one of a t iny number of those who have a vision of freedom, 
cannot serve i t  in any other way than as prosecutor; it is in that way that 
the power of d ialectic peculiar to him appears in i ts purest form. It is  in  that 
way, precisely, that his existence is prayer, the most ardent call for redemp
tion that Jewish lips are uttering today" ("Karl Kraus," G.S. ,  2 :625) .  

Through the portraits of these two writers and the historical analysis 
of thei r l iterary forms ,  Benjami n's essays formulate a diagnosis of the age . 
Their significance for Benjamin's thinking has to do with his philosophy of 
language and can only be discerned indi rectly. At a t ime when the "empty 
phrases" of journalism and the loss of trad ition had corrupted language, 
Kraus and Kafka remember the authentic language: rhat of the Adamic 
name. But both are fighting an enemy that i s  assault ing thei r own minds .  
Kraus, the editor-in-chief of Fackel (Torch)-and Benjamin,  a collaborator 
on Die literarische Welt-are nothing but journalists who are more demand
ing than the others , at a t ime when " journalism [is} . . .  the expression of 
the changed function of language in rhe world of high capi talism" (Reflec
tions, 242) .  What i s  the author of The Trial but a writer, whereas-like 
Benjamin-he would l ike to i llustrate the teaching of doctrine? The 
i ntroduction to The Origin ofGennan Tragic Drama had formulated the thesis  
that in  our time, only exercises in  view of doctrine are within our reach-and 
they are better than any philosophy that claims to be systematic. But, for 
different reasons, neither Kraus nor Kafka can resign himself to a philosophy 
that so relarivizes his era. For Benjamin ,  they are nevertheless the models 
of a committed Judaism in an ambivalent process of secularization. In the 
essay "Surrealism ,"  religious experience appeared only as a lesson i n  "profane 
il lumination . "  The texts on Kraus and Kafka show that, as long as the 
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profane models remain as deficient as surrealist projects, the imperatives of 
Judaism can only change form; they cannot disappear. 

Ka rl  Kra u s, o r  th e A rt of Q u o ta tio n 

The essay on surrealism had substi tuted the "document" and the political 
effectiveness of the emancipated image for the work of art: The surrealist 
artists who had entered politics were capable of crossing both the boundary 
between art and the document and the threshold between dreaming and 
waking .  As for "The Work of Art, " an essay just as radical as "Surrealism," 
i t  presents fi lm as a symptom and as the place for a transformation of the 
concept of the work of art i tself, a transformation that-without resorting 
to i ntoxication-also effaces the distinction between art and document in  
the name of a superior, perceptive, and political effectiveness. I n  contrast, 
in  the domain of the mercantile confusion between art and nonart, the essay 
"Karl Kraus" maintains the orthodoxy of the "theses against snobs . " 1 5 The 
essay on Kraus deals both with a form of art, namely, satire,  which is the 
form Kraus uses to intervene on the cultural scene, and with the normative 
concept of art that he defends and that is inscribed within a "theological" 
poetics with strong moral connotations of the k ind defended by the early 
Benjamin. The term Benjamin opposed to "journalism" could just as easily 
have been "authentic language," for Kraus's art consists i n  jealously con
serving the sacred character of language even as he sows terror. In this 
preservation he confuses language, art, and justice, Judaism and the cult of 
the German language, as does Benjamin.  

In  his battle, Kraus opposes the "chronic sickness" of inauthenticity. 
"It i s  from the unmasking of the i nauthentic that [Kraus's] battle against 
the press arose" (Reflections, 24 1). Like Kraus, Benjamin sti ll has no doubts 
about this concept of aurhenticit¥, which Adorno will find suspect; witness 
his use of the concepts "origin" 1 and then "aura," which are ind issociable 
from that of authenticity. He is hardly troubled by the authoritarian 
connotations of that claim to authent ici ty that is at the foundation of the 
conservative critique of culture. 1 7 Benjamin speaks of Kraus's "strange 
i nterplay between reactionary theory and revolutionary practice" (Reflections, 
24 7), an interplay that is not f:'lr from an analogous constellation for the 
author of The Origin of German Tragic Drama-but Benjamin  is only partly 
aware of the ambivalence of his own conceptions. This ambivalence stems 
from his evaluations of public opinion and of technology i n  relation to the 
modern development of the press . Kraus 's hatred for the press i s  not 
reasoned; it is "more vital than moral" (Reflections, 2 3 9, translation modi
fied). "The very term 'public opinion' outrages him," writes Benjamin .  
"Opin ions are a private matter" (Reflections, 239) .  As an enemy of discussion, 
Benjamin mistrusts the contradictory expression of evaluations transmitted 
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by the m edia. Wi th Kraus, to opinions thus termed "private" he opposes 
" judgment, "  an authori tarian evaluation that-he claims-is no longer 
affected by the private character of "opinion": "It is precisely the purpose of 
the publi c  opinion generated by the press to make the public incapable of 
judging, to insinuate into it the atti tude of someone i rrespons ible, unin
formed" (Reflections_. 3 29). In the name of this cri tique of public opinion, 
i nfanti l ized by the press , Benjamin defends both Karl Kraus 's authoritarian 
atti tude and his refusal to separate private and publ ic l ife .  Just as Kraus 
"makes his own existence a public issue ,"  he has "opposed the d istinction 
between personal and objective crit icism " (Reflections, 247) . .  Kraus incar
nates " the secret of authority :  never to disappoint" (Reflections, 248). 18 

Owing to the destructive work of his polemics, Kraus transforms 
polemics i nto an instrument of production. Through his technique of 
quotation , which will  inspire Benjamin in his Paris Arcades, Kraus's prin
ciple i s  " to dismantle the s i tuation, to discover the true question the 
s i tuation poses, "  and then "to present this to his opponent. in guise of 
response" (Reflections, 243-244, t ranslation modified). This work of destruc
tion i s  carried out in the name of Kraus's " tact , "  which, according to 
Benjamin ,  i s  "moral alertness" (Reflections, 244). Such an authoritarian 
attitude d isdains Kantian moral i ty (Reflections, 245 ) , the profane and ra
tional morality to which Benjamin opposes " true tact,"  grounded i n  a 
"theological criterion . "  To present i t-and to introduce the figure of Kraus, 
the universal man-Benjamin  mobilizes the conceptions of his book on the 
baroque: "Tact is the capacity to treat social relationships , though not 
departing from them, as natural , even as paradisiac relat ionships" (Reflec
tions, 244). The conception Kraus has of the creature 

contains the theolog ical inheritance of speculations that last possessed 
contemporary val id ity for the whole of Europe in the seventeenth 
century. At rhe theological core of this concept, however, a transforma
tion has taken place that has caused i t, quite without constraint,  to 
coi ncide with the cosmopol itan credo of Austrian worldl iness . . . .  St ifter 
gave th is creed i ts most authentic stamp, and h is echo is  heard wherever 
Kraus concerns h imself with an imals , plants, ch i ldren.  (Reflections, 244) 

Kraus-and this is  what i s  at stake in  his actions as a dispenser of 
j ustice-becomes the protector of the creature against the criminal existence 
of man : "Every day fifty thousand tree trunks are cut down for s ixty 
newspapers" (Reflections, 24 5) .  Compared to Benjamin 's " theology" or that 
of Horkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment, Kraus's theology, i n  
Die letzten Tage der Menschheit (The last days of humanity) i s  apocalyptic, l ike 
a baroque vision: " I-fis defeatism is of a supranational , that i s ,  planetary 
kind , and history for him is  merely the wilderness divid ing his race from 
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creation, whose last act is world conflagration. As a deserter to the camp of 
animal creation-so he measures out his wilderness" (Reflections, 246). 

Benjamin's deep identification with Kraus, s ignaled by rhe reference 
to the new angel he incarnates, is revealed again  through the image of the 
storm (one of the first formulat ions of what will become a leitmotif in the 
Benjaminian oeuvre), in  the texts on Kafka and Baudelaire, and also in  the 
"Theses on the Philosophy of History. " Through this image that no concept 
could translate without being reductionist,  Benjam i n  determines t he situ
ation of the " just man" engaged in  the adventure of history. Sometimes
rarely-he is a d ialectician for whom it is important to "have the wind of 
world-history in one's sai ls" ("Central Park," 44), and sometimes-most 
often-he is a powerless spectator of the historical catastrophe. Faced with 
the disaster of his age, Kraus, by a kind of monumental passivity, professes 
s i lence: " 'Those who now have nothing to say because it is the turn of deeds 
to speak, talk on. Let him who has somethi ng to say step forward and be 
s ilent . '  Everything Kraus wrote is l ike that: a si lence turned ins ide out, a 
si lence that catches the storm of events in  its black folds, billows, its l ivid 
l ining turned outward" (Reflections, 243). The political effectiveness of such 
a gesture of indignant self-styl ing is uncertain.  

The technique of monraging quotations , the art of s i lence, stems from 
the same principle .  "Kraus," writes Benjamin, "has written articles i n  which 
there i s  not a s i ngle word that is his own" (G.S. , 2 : 1 093) .  That wi l l  also be 
Benjamin's project in Paris A rcades, as it was in The Origin of German Tragic 
Drama, the "craziest mosaic technique" (Correspondence, 2 5 6), where quota
tion was "the only element of authori ty" (Origin, 28 ,  translation modified) 
avai lable in the absence of true doctrine .  Like Adam, the cri tic originally 
names things and assigns them their place in Creation: 

To quote a word is to call it  by its name.  So Kraus's ach ievement exhausts 
i tse lf at i ts h ighest level by making even the newspaper quotable.  He 
transports i t  to his own sphere, and the empty phrase is sudden ly forced 
to recognize that even in the deepest dregs of the journals it is not safe 
from the voice that swoops on the wings of the word to drag it from i rs 
darkness . (Reflections, 268) 

Whether i t  saves or punishes , the quotation brings together language 
and j ustice and confuses them. Quotation "summons the word by its names, 
wrenches it  destructively from its context, but precisely thereby calls it back 
to i ts origin" (Reflections, 261 ). Even though Kraus converted to Catholi
cism , i t  is this approach that, in Benjamin's view, is his i rreducibly Jewish 
aspect .  "To worship the image of divine j ustice in language-even in  the 
German language-that is the genuinely Jewish somersault by which he 
tries to break the spell of the demon" (Reflections, 2 54).  
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This is also a self-portrai t of Benjamin and of what ties him to the 
German language, j ust as his j udgment of Kraus's technique also appli es to 
his own approach: "K,raus knows no system .  Each thought has i rs own cel l .  
But  each cell can in an  instant ,  and apparently without a cause, become a 
chamber, a legal chamber over which language presides" (Reflections, 2 54) .  
Then again ,  in another form, this is a portrait of Kafka, who i s  also in  a 
struggle with the "demonism" of that prehistoric world that the contem
porary world has never ceased to be: "The dark background from which 
[Kraus's} image detaches itself is not formed by his contemporaries , but is 
the primeval world or the world of the demon" (Reflections, 2 5 0)-the world 
whose sickness nonetheless affects Kraus .  

Benjami n cri t icizes Kraus's " i nadequacies" :  h is  demonic vanity as 
actor and mime ,  as decadent artist ,  and as heir to !'art pour !'art in which 
his  relation to the law is rooted . " He has seen through law as have few 
others .  If he nevertheless invokes i t ,  he does so precisely because his own 
demon is d rawn so powerfully by the abyss it  represents" (Reflections, 2 5 5 ) .  
When Kraus latches onto the  " trial for sexual offenses , "  obscene encoun
ters between justice and Venus , he speaks as a "dandy who has his forebear 
in Baudelai re .  Only Baudelai re hated as Kraus did the satiety of healthy 
common sense,  and the compromise that intellectuals m ade wi th i t  i n  
order to fi nd shelter in  journalism .  Journalism is  betrayal o f  the l i terary 
l i fe of m ind , of the demon" (Reflection.r, 2 5 7-2 58) .  The demonic Kraus 
embraces the all iance between m ind and sex. Like Kafka, he fal l s  from a 
theological role into li terature: "The l ife of letters , "  wri tes Benjamin ,  " i s  
existence under t h e  aegis of mere m i nd , as pros t i tut ion i s  exi s te nce under 
the aegis  of mere sexuali ty. The demon , however, who leads the whore to 
the street exi les the man of letters to the courtroom" (Reflections, 2 5 8) .  In  
some sense, he  appears in court before being summoned, l ike Baudelai re 
or Flaubert . 

This critique of Kraus must have seemed strange to Benjamin 's friends 
such as Scholem and Max Rychner, who had not fol lowed the mutation of 
the phi losopher of language into a reader of Marx: 

That to h im the fir state of man appears not as destiny and fulfil lment 
of nature liberated through revolutionary change, bur as an element of 
nature per se, of an archaic nature without h istory, in irs primeval , 
primitive state, rhrows u ncertain ,  d isquieting reflections even on his idea 
of freedom and of humanity. It is not removed from the realm of guilt 
that he has traversed from pole to pole : from mind to sexual ity. (Reflec
tions, 2 5 9) 

The "nature l iberated through revolutionary change" was a new expression, 
close to Ludwig Feuerbach and the early Marx, in an oeuvre where theology 
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had unt i l  then consisted in l inking nature to the ephemeral, to death ,  and 
to an i rremediable nihilism. 

In  the last part of the essay, Benjamin tries resolutely to p lace Kraus 
in the service of poli t ical commitment ,  by making of him a thinker who 
announces the move from "classical humanism ,"  that of Goethe and 
Schi l ler, to " real humanism,"  that of Marx. Benjamin  thus l inks two 
critiques of "human rights . "  The first  is  that of Karl Kraus , who sees them 
only as a " toy that grownups l ike to t rample on and so will not give up" 
(Reflections, 26 1 ), to which Benjamin adds: "Thus d rawing the frontier 
between the private sphere [that of "man"} and the public sphere [that of 
the "ci tizen"] ,  which in 1 789  was supposed to inaugurate freedom, 
became a mockery" (Reflections, 26 1 ,  translation sl ightly modified). The 
operetta ,  which del ighted Karl Kraus,  presents a jubi lant parody of this .  
The second cri t ique is that of Marx's "The Jewish Quest ion , "  where we 
read , in reference to the bourgeois revolution: "The real man i s  acknow
ledged only in the form of . . .  the abstract citoyen . . . .  Only when the 
really i nd ividual man takes back into himself the abstract c itizen . . .  only 
then is human emancipation complete" (quoted in  Reflections, 270). By 
forci ng his i nterpretation and seeking to save Karl Kraus for Marxism,  
Benjamin makes him the defender of  "real humanism"  against  "classical 
humanism. "  The " inhuman" cynic had wri t ten a pol i t ical text in 1 920 
claiming that communism was a "deranged remedy with a purer ideal 
purpose-the devil  take its practice, bur God preserve it as a constant 
threat over the heads of those who have property and would l ike to compel 
all others to preserve i t" (quoted in Reflections, 2 72) .  Kraus , whose 
Shakespearean model is  "Timon , the misanthrope" (Reflections, 263), 
seems to be l i nked in  spite of himself to a theory that, though not 
philanthropic ,  is  far removed from misanthropy and pessimist ic anthro
pology. Benjamin  sees very well the pol i tical naivete that separates Kraus 
from Marx: " I t  is  his program to reduce the development of bourgeois
capitalist affairs to a condi tion that was never thei rs" (Reflections, 269) . 
But he thinks the two are linked through the ir  destructive impulses. 

Like Benjamin's thought,  Kraus 's thinking is centered on language, on 
the "sanct ification of the name" and "Jewish certainty " (Reflections, 265). 
"You have come from the origin-the origin is the goal" (Reflections, 265 , 
t ranslation mod ified): This formula of Karl Kraus's applies both to poetic 
verse and to history. "Just as blessedness has i ts origi n  at the end of t ime, 
rhyme has its at the end of the l ine" (Reflections, 266, translation modified). 
Kraus substitutes, for the demonic relation of mind and sex lying in wait 
for him , a relation between eros and language: "The more closely you look 
at a word the more d istantly it looks back" (Reflections, 267); Benjamin  sees 
in this sentence the very example of a perception of the "aura" of language 
i n  what is unapproachable and profoundly tradi tional about it (lllttminations, 
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200 n .  1 7). And yet , Kraus is a destroyer because, for Benjamin ,  the aura is  
always associated with destruction and decline; i t  appears to us only in  the 
l ight of i ts destruction . 

In  this second period of his oeuvre, in  which writing serves pol itics / 
Benjamin  continually radicalizes the destructive operation, extendi ng i t  to 
the theological tradi tions that i nspired him and that are preserved only in  
certain artistic or  political gestures . I t  is for this reason that "The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" approves the liquidation of 
the aura and of art in the tradit ional sense. According to the architect Adolf 
Loos , "human work consists only of destruction" (Illuminations, 272), to 
which Benjamin adds, speaking of Kraus: 

For far roo long the accent  was placed on creativity . . . .  Work as a 
supervised task-its model : pol itical and techn ical--is attended by dirt 
and detritus, intrudes destructively into matter, is abrasive to what is 
already achieved, critical toward its conditions , and is in all this opposite 
to that of the d ilettante luxuriating in creation. His work is innocent 
and pure, consuming and purifying masrerli ness . And therefore the 
monster stands among us as the messenger of a more real humanism. He 
is the conquerer of the empty phrase . . . .  The average European has not 
succeeded in uniting his l ife with technology because he has clung to the 
fetish of creative existence. (1//mninations, 272/9 

In  addition to destruction ,  there is also the watchword of privation , 
voluntary poverty. Kraus resembles "Klee's New A ngel, who preferred to 
free men by taking from them , rather than make therr1 happy be giving 
to them" (lllmninations, 273 ). Before becoming a clearly articulated 
philosophical posi tion, this observation attempts to synthes ize the att i
tude shared by a certain number of l i terary and art istic works : those of 
Paul Scheerbart , Karl Kraus , Bertolt Brecht ,  Adolf Loos , and Paul Klee. 
All these authors , with the exception of Karl Kraus , will be ci ted in a 
1 9 3 3  essay enti tled "Erfahrung und Armut" (Experience and poverty) i n  
which Benjamin develops the theme o f  voluntary poverty, even as he 
i ntroduces certain themes that wi l l  be taken up again in reverse form in  his  
essay "The Storyteller. " Accord ing to him,  this  poverty is  l inked to the 
dec l ine both of experience and of i ts communication i n  s torytell i ng .  
"Experience i s  decreasing, and in  a generation that , i n  1 9 1 4-1 9 1 8 , had 
one of the most momentous experiences of universal history . . . .  People 
came back from the war mute. They were not richer in communicable 
experience, but poorer" (G.S. , 2 : 2 1 4) .  Modern war introduced a gap 
between technology and the social order: "This enormous deployment of 
technology has plunged men into an enti rely new poverty" (G.S. ,  2 :2 1 4) . 

At the same time, all of tradi tional culture has been devalorized : "What 
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is the value of al l  cultural heri tage i f  not that experience attaches us to 
i t ? "  Thus, a new "barbaric" era has begun .  But Benjam i n  defends it as "a  
posi tive barbarism, "  in the  very sense he had defended Kraus 's " inhuman
i ty" as a form of " real humanism" : ''Where does the barbarian 's poverty 
of experience lead him ? To begin at zero; to be satisfied .wi th l i tt le ;  to 
build with few elements , looking neither to the right nor the left. Among 
the great creators , there have always been the merciless ones who began 
tabula rasa" (G.S. , 2 : 2 1 5 ). 

Pell-mel l ,  Benjamin  cites Rene Descartes and Albert E instein ,  the 
cubists and Paul Klee. As in the essay on Kraus, the liquidation of bourgeois 
private l ife is part of that poverty. It is symbol ized by the idea of the g lass 
house, anticipated by the architecture of arcades in i ron and glass and 
realized by Loos and Le Corbusier. In such a house, the inhabitant leaves 
almost no trace. It is in this spirit that the init ial project of Paris A rcades 
was conceived at that time: 

Glass objects have no "aura." In general , glass is the enemy of the secret. 
It is also the enemy of property . . . .  When a person enters a bourgeois 
salon from the 1 880s, the strongest impress ion he draws, in spite of any 
"warmth," is perhaps : "There is -fi-o place for you here." There is no place 
for you here because there is not the sl ightest space where the person who 
l ives here has not already left his trace. (G.S., 2 :2 1 7) 

In his radical phase of commitment, Benjamin wants to be the joyful 
barbarian: "Humanity is gett ing ready, if necessary, to outlive culture. And 
above all ,  he does so laughing. This laughter can at time appear barbaric. 
Let 's admit  it. It  may well be that the individual sometimes g ives a b it of 
humanity to the masses who, one day, will  g ive it back to him with i nterest"  
(G.S. , 2 :2 1 9). An almost identical passage is found among the notes on 
Kraus . He also belonged to those new barbarians , a combination of children 
and cannibals, who were the "angels , "  the messengers of a new era. He 
knows , having learned it too late, 

that there is no ideal istic but only a materialistic deliverance from myth, 
and that at the origin  of creat ion stands not purity but purification . . . .  
Only i n  despair did he d iscover in quotation the power not to preserve 
but to purify, to tear from context, ro destroy; the only power in which 
hope sti ll resides that something might survive this age-because it was 
wrenched from it. (Reflections, 270-27 1 )  

Hence, the "aura" must be destroyed inasmuch a s  authenticity i s  m ingled 
with myth and pretense. This  destructive dimens ion of his thinking l inks 
Karl Kraus to the other avant-garde artists of h is era. 
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Fra nz Kafk a :  Th e Gestu re a n d Its  In te rp re ta ti o n  

Instead of elaborating a doctrine, Kraus confined himself to destroying 
falseness and inauthenticity. Kafka's failure to i llustrate doctrine is, in Ben
jamin's view, symptomatic of the same historical situation. Through his failure,  
Kafka reveals the distance separating the lives of his era from a life that 
conforms ro Scripture. Benjamin wrote the essay "Franz Kafka" about four 
years after the essay on Kraus, and i t  was published in an abridged version by 
}iidische Rundscha11 (Jewish review) in late 1 934. The text on Franz Kafka shows 
li ttle simi larity to the essay on Karl Kraus-except that in both cases 
Benjamin is concerned with the complex forms of a secularization ofJudaism.  
But where the text on  Karl Kraus attempts to establish an  internal l ink 
between theology and material ism , the essay on Kafka abandons this attempt; 
at almost the same time, Benjamin was writing one of his politically most 
rad ical texts, one that was also among rhe most distant from any theological 
preoccupation: the article of Brechtian inspiration en tided "The Author as 
Producer. " What mattered for Benjamin at the time was solely the profound 
compatibil ity between the convictions of an author and historical materialism; 
according to Benjamin ,  this compatibil ity seemed to exist for Kafka. 20 That 
said, the profane level is inadequate and does not allow him to ground such a 
commitment. That is why the theological conception underlies Benjamin 's 
"materialist" texts and remains implicit in them, until that relation is dearly 
formulated in "Theses on the Phi losophy of I-fisrory. " 

Benjamin's essay on Kafka is one of h is least conceptual and most 
narrative texts. Of the four parts , three are introduced by a s tory, the fourth 

by the description of a photo of Kafka as a child. As a result, the interpre
tation is not made explici t .  2 1  From the point of view of method, however, 
two things are certain :  In the name of his conception of the gap between 
discursive thought and li terary creation in any authentic writer, Benjamin  
rejects both Kafka's self-interpretation , as it can be drawn from h i s  "post
humous reflections , "  and the rheological interpretation, as i t  was developed 
by a great number of authors . He grounds his entire reading on the often 
obscure "gestures " or "motifs"  through which the content of what Kafka 
had to say is expressed . But this reading is ultimately theological . I n  other 
words, according to the conception already expressed in the essays on Goethe 
and tragic drama, Benjamin situates the element of contemporary thought 
that matters from the theological viewpoint precisely in the images , figures , 
and gestures that remain obscure to rhe authors themselves . 

The gap between the d iscursive proposit ions of a great writer and his 
l iterary oeuvre is interpreted as the d istance between a l imited rational ity 
and a practice guided by truth: "It is easier to draw speculative conclusions 
from Kafka's posthumous col lection of notes than to explore even one of the 
motifs that appear in his stories and novels" (Illuminations, 1 2 8). It is  when 
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an uncomprehending Kafka confines himself to showing that Benjamin  
finds the keys to h i s  vision: "Kafka could understand thi ngs only in  the 
form of a gestus, and this gestus which he did not understand constitutes the 
cloudy part of the parable. Kafka's wri t ings emanate from it  .. (Illuminations, 
1 29). 

This fact was i nadmissable for Kafka; in  his view, it constituted a fai lure 
that would b ring on the destruction of his oeuvre: 

He did fai l  in his grandiose attempt to convert poetry into doctrine, to 
turn i t  i nto a parable and restore to it that stabi lity and unpretentiousness 
which, in the face of reason, seemed to h im to be rhe only appropriate 
thing for it .  No other writer has obeyed the commandment "Thou shalt 
nor make unto thee a graven image" so faithfully. (Illuminations, 1 29) 

In another passage, Kafka's parab les are assimi lated to the relation 
between the Haggadah and Halakah in the talmudic trad ition, in other 
words, the relation between interpretation (or il lustration) and the law:  

This does not mean that h is prose pieces belong entirely i n  the tradition  
of Western prose forms; they have, rather, a s imi lar relationship to  
doctrine as the Haggadah does to  the Halakah. They are not parables, 
and yet they do not want to be taken at their face value; they lend 
themselves to quotation and can be told for purposes of clarification. But 
do we have the doctrine which Kafka's parables interpret and which K. 's 
postures and the gestures of his animals clarify? It does not exist; all  we 
can say is that here and there we have an allus ion to it. (lllttminations, 
1 22) 

In this regard, Benjamin and Scholem d isagree. For Scholem, the loss 
of doctrine (of "Scripture") and the i ncapacity to decipher are not at all the 
same thing ;  that is .. the greatest error"22  Benjarnin could have committed. 
In contrast,  for Benjamin,  

i t  comes down to the same thing, because, without the key that belongs 
to it, the Scripture is not Scripture, but life .  Life as it is lived in the village 
at the foot of the h i ll on which the castle is built. It is in the attempt to 
metamorphose l ife into Scripture that I perceive the meaning of "rever
sal" [Umkehr] , which so many of Kafka's parables endeavor to bring 
about. (Correspondence, 45 3) 

In reconstituting the tradition of the Kabbala, Scholem is seeking to 
preserve the possibi lity of implementing doctrine, i n  spite of our current 
i ncapacity to decipher it .  For Benjamin-and accord ing to him, for Kafka
" the work of the Torah has been thwarted" (Correspondence, 2 : 1 2 5). The effort 
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of Kafka's oeuvre consists entirely in meramorphosizing l ife i nto Scripture: 
Accordi ng to Benjamin ,  that is " the meaning of 'reversal ' [Umkehr} , which 
so many of Kafka's parables endeavor to bring about . . . .  Sancho Panza's 
existence is exemplary because it actually consists i n  rereadi ng one's own 
existence-however buffoonish and quixotic" (Correspondence, 453 ). Karl 
Kraus 's destructive practice of quotation and Benjamin 's efforts to reread 
the tradition against the grain in order to destroy i ts false appearances move 
i n  the same direction. 

By i nsist ing on the gestures through which Kafka present s h is vis ion,  
Benjamin l inks them to the gestural aspect of Brechtian theater. Brecht ,  
too , was unable to l imit  h imself to l i terature alone. He,  too, wanted to 
i l lustrate a "doctrine"-in his case , that of Marx. He also presented 
gestures whose importance escaped h im to a certain extent .  That is 
undoubtedly the reason Benjamin insists on the analogies between Kafka 
and the eminently gestural Chinese theater that Brecht claimed as one of 
the precursors of epic theater. At the same time, Benjamin  establishes a 
relation  between the messianic hope of seeing the "disfigured" world put 
back in order and the material ist hope for a revolution , which was proper 
to Brecht .  But what dist inguishes messianism from materialism is the 
scope of thei r hopes . The theolog ical character of the Benjamin ian vision 
translates into the hope characteristic of fai ry tales , which consists i n  
seeing the hunchback lose his hump. 2 3  Once more, t o  d ifferentiate h i mself 
from Scholem, Benjamin underscores a convergence between the Jewish 
trad i t io n  and the European-and particularly the German-tradi tion of 
the fai ry tale, reactual ized by romanticism:  Through the figure of the 
hunchback, the man with the curved back bearing the weight of the ages 
of the world , Kafka 

touches the ground . . .  the core of folk trad ition, the German as well as 
the Jewish .  Even if Kafka did not pray-and this we do nor know--he 
sti l l  possessed i n  the h ighest degree what Malebranche called "the natural 
prayer of rhe soul" :  attentiveness. And in this attentiveness he included 
all l iving creatures, as saints include them in their  prayers. (Illuminations, 
344) 

According to Benjamin , Kafka presented the world in a d isfigured 
state, i n  the expectation of deliverance. This alterat ion is such that no 
rat ional action could correct it; only a messianic miracle could put i t  back 
in order. Benjamin cannot do without theology, since the reconciliation he 
wishes for is not within the reach of human reason; in addition, reason finds 
no support in this world. In this period between the two world wars, what 
he perceives in Kafka and K.raus is the return of prehistory: "Kafka d id not 
consider the age in which he l ived as an advance over the beginnings of 
time" (Illuminations, 1 30). 
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As i n  Proust's works, forgett ing is central in Kafka's oeuvre and 
determines his narrative technique:  The most important things are said i n  
passing, as if  the hero "must really have known i t  all along" (ll!tmzinations, 
1 3 1 ) or "as though the hero was being subtly invi ted to recall to mind 
something that he had forgotten" (lllmninations, 1 3 1 ) . Memory, a central 
notion of] udaism, is the oppos ite pole: "Everything forgotten mingles with 
what has been forgotten of the prehistoric world"  (l!ltJminations, 1 3 1 ). 
Forgetting always affects the best part. That is why all of contemporary 
humanity's efforts must consist i n  rediscovering the lost gesture,  must 
consist in taking it up again .  "It is a tempest that blows from the land of 
oblivion, and study is a cavalry attack agai nst i t"  (llbmzinations, 1 38 ,  
translat ion slightly modified). For Kafka, the wind often blows "from the 
prehistoric world , " " 'from the nethermost regions of death, '  " and the study 
to which "students" turn in Kafka's work is the reversal, the conversion "that 
transforms existence into writ ing" (11/mninations, 1 38). As for Kraus, the 
object  of study is the relat ion between law and justice: "The law which is . 
studied and not practiced any longer is the gate to justice" (Illuminations, 
1 39). This is the utopia of a society i n  which there would be no more 
conflicts of interest ,  in which the pract ice of law would be pointless . 

For Benjamin,  the urgency of leaving behind the primitive world 
justifies the break with an autonomous aesthet ics that does not seek to 
transcend the i ndetermination of meaning . The paradox of Benjaminian 
aesthetics is that, even as i t  rules out discursive meaning in order to set forth 
the particularity of modern art, in Goethe, in surrealism, and in Kafka
that of producing images without meaning--it  also att ributes to those very 
images a precise theological significance, which necessarily escapes the 
authors . This operation is the exact reverse of the Nietzschean approach, 
which consists in bringing any value-whether of truth or just ice-back 
to the intensi ty of modern art 's " images without signifieds ," and thus 
reducing philosophy and the normative d imensions of social l ife to the sole 
value of the artistic "wi ll to power" or to the most intense aesthetic 
experience. In surrealism , Benjamin does not find the normat ive back
ground that would assign a redemptive final ity to the "nihi list , "  destruct ive 
operation of the work of art ; in the works of Kraus and Kafka, he observes 
the failure of an attempt to transcend an;. in the direction of a doctrinal 
authori ty inspired by the Jewish tradition. Only the interpretation of 
artistic signs permits him to d iscover a perspective that transcends the 
current horizon .  Benjamin will apply this method of interpretation to the 
"art" that seems to him the most innovative, that grounded in mechanical 
reproduction: c inema and the mechanical "arts" that structure everyday l ife,  
from t he architecture of glass and i ron to advertising and urbanism. 

Among the symptoms of the state of "alienation" of contemporary 
humanity, Benjamin  cites ,  in his essay on Kafka, fi lm and the record player: 
"Man does not recognize his own walk on the screen or h is own voice on the 
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phonograph" (Illuminations, 1 3  7 ) .  In  1 934 , the media of  mechanical repro
duction stil l  appeared to Benjamin to be obstacles for persons seeking to 
reappropriate themselves; the next year, film would be i nterpreted as a 
means of regaining a grip on oneself. 

DB S T R U C T I 0 N 0 F THE A UR A :  
PHO TO GR A PH Y A ND FIL M 

"A Small l-Iistory ofPhotography," in  which Benjamin formulates for the first 
time his definition of aura, one of the central concepts of his aesthetics, dates 
from the same year as the essay on Kraus. In this text, the discussion is l inked 
to surrealism in particular and to "the liquidation of the aura" that it brings 
about in photography. Four years l3;ter, in "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction, "  conceived as the vanishing point for the research 
on Paris Arcades, the stakes are higher. Benjamin attacks the rel igious foun
dations of aJ!_!!S they dominate the aesthetic experience in the tradi tional sense; 
according to him, this experience is contemplative and fetishistic. This theory 
draws i nspiration from the Weberian theses on desacral izarion. B.ur what wil l  
replace the ritual underlying_ any work of art is now, accordi ng to Benjamin:  
not an autonomous experience but rather poli tics : not the igeal receiver, God, 
but the idealized receiver, t_�e public of the struggling class . lemporarily, then, 
theology seems to lose all i rs interest for aesthetic theory. In the earlier essays, 
however, destruction stil l  had a hidden theological sense, which might very 
well be resonating here as well .  

At  the beginning of the 1 930�, Benjamin granted a theoretical status 
to the concept of aura by announcing i ts decli ne in the restricted field of 
photography. In "The Work of Arr , "  film seems to provoke a crisis of art i n  
general . For better o r  for worse, however, art has survived the crisis 
precipi tated by film , just as it survived Dadaism, which, if we are to believe 
Benjamin ,  was only the prelude to cinematic shock effects. Above al l ,  even 
if we except commercial fi lm,  fi lm itself has hardly evolved in the direc.tion 
of poli ticization announced by Benjamin; i t  has not radical ly escaped the 
field of arr, and that cannot be attributed solely to the fact that the poli t ical 
project supported by Benjamin  has fai led . That fai lure and the obsolescence 
of "The Work of Art"  are closely related . 

Benjamin traces the awareness of a cris is in  the aura back to Hegel .  I n  
his speculations o n  " the end o f  art"-to which all the philosophers o f  art i n  
the following decades wil l  refer, from Heidegger to Gadamer and Adorno-
Hegel "sensed a problem" (lllmninations, 245) ,  accordi ng to Benjamin: "We 
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are beyond the stage of reverence for works of art as divi ne and objects 
deserving our worship. The impression they produce is one of a more 
reflective kind, and rhe emotions they arouse require a higher test" (Hegel, 
quoted in Illuminations, 245) .  For Hegel ,  this test was phi loso�hical science, 
which had sublimated art , especially since the Reformation. 4 

In  spite of Nietzsche's desperate revolt, this analysis has continued to 
make i ts way through modern thought.  Not only does art seem condemned 
to a role secondary to that of science, but it also suffers the consequences of 
the desacralization that affects all modern reality : "The fate of our times is 
characterized by rationalization ·and intel lectuali zation and, above all, by 
the 'disenchantment of the world, '  " wri tes Max Weber in 1 9 1 9, adding: 
"Precisely the ultimate and most subl ime values have retreated from public 
l ife . . . .  I t  is not acc idental that our greatest art is intimate and not 

l . .  25 monumenta . -
For Hegel, art is not, properly speaking, desacral ized; rather, i t  can no 

longer make claims to being the sttpreme expression of metaphysical truth 
defended by philosophy, which preserves the connotations of rational the
ology. In the works of Weber and Georg Simmel, modern rationalization 
provokes a general disenchantment of the world, so much so that art, now 
without effect on public l ife,  survives only in the private sphere. It is to this 
decli ne that Benjamin is reacting ,  but in a different way from Nietzsche. 
Inasmuch as the "beautiful appearance" of art is now mere l ies and artifice, 
it is  no longer appropriate to celebrate pure and simple appearance, the vital 
l ie that brings us i ntense experiences : Rather, we must sacrifice art in the 
tradit ional sense to preserve the public status and the pragmatic role of i ts 
productions. Unlike Max Weber, Benjamin  is not pan of the tradition of a 

· I  
"Protestant" and rationalist critique o f  the i mage, nor does h e  confine 
himself to observing in a general way the desacralization of art; he under
takes to precisely show the modifications that certain arts have undergone, 
according to their technical composition, their relation to reality, and the 
social context of thei r reception . 

In 1 93 1 ,  when Benjamin  introduced his concept of aura/6 i t  was not 
just  a general reflection on the destiny of art but, rather, one aspect of the 
history of photography. Benjamin's most famous essay, then, represents an 
audacious, perhaps even a reckless , general izing and radicalizing of his early 
theses . A few years later, in h is last essay on Baudelaire, Benjamin once more 
modified his theory. Such are the three stages of his reflection on  this 
phenomenon. 

* 

In "A Small H istory of Photography," the concept of aura appears for 
the first t ime-and already in  a context of "decline"-in reference to a 
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photograph of Kafka as a child :  "The picture i n  i ts i nfini te sadness forms a 
pendant to the early photographs in  which people did nor yet look out at 
the world i n  so excluded and god-forsaken a manner as this boy. There was 
an aura about them, an atmospheric medium, that lent fullness and security 
to their gaze" ("Photography," 247). The old photograph is exemplified in  
the portrai ts of  David Octavius Hi l l .  Their "aura" is due both to  the 
technical condi tions of the period and to the status of photography: Because 
of i ts low sensi tivity, fi lm required a long and concentrated exposure ,  
producing '' the absolute continuum from brightest l ight to darkest 
shadow," so that " the way l ight struggles ot:It of darkness in  the work of Hil l  
is reminiscent of mezzotint" ("Photography," -248). Paradoxically, when we 
consider what fol lows, Benjamin speaks here of the " technical considera-
tions" of the aura: 

' 

Many group photos in particular still preserve an air of animated 
conviviality for a brief space on the plate, before being ruined by the 
print. It was this atmosphere that was sometimes captured wirh del icacy 
and depth by the now old-fashioned oval frame. That is why it would be 
a m isreading of these incunabula of photography to make too much of 
their artistic perfection or their taste. The pictures were made i n  rooms 
where every client was confronted, in the photographer, with a technician 
of the latest school ;  whereas the photographer was confronted, in every 
client, with a member of a ris ing class equipped with an aura that had 
seeped into the very folds of the man's frock coat or floppy cravat. For 
that aura was by no means the mere product of a primitive camera. 
("Photography," 248) 

T�at au_r�-J.'-��-�he resul t of a rigorous congruence between "subjec� and 
t��hnique": it existed in the real ity of the young bourgeoisi�, just as i t  
existed on the plate. During the epoch o f  the triumphant bourgeoisie-such 
ts--nenjarri in's sociological thesis-it disappeared from both d imensions; at 
that point,  artifice took its place: 

After 1 880, though, photographers made it thei r business to simulate 
with all the arts of retouching, especially the so-called rubber print, the 
aura which had been banished from the picture with the rout of darkness 
through faster lenses , exactly as it was banished from reality by the 
deepening degeneration of the imperial ist bourgeoisie. ("Photography," 
248) 

Benjamin celebrates the decline of this artificial aura, not the primitive 
aura. The abandoning of art ifice is celebrated first by Eugene Atget, the 
"forerunne[r] of surrealist photography," who took shots of deserted streets , 
provoking a "salutary estrangement" :  
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He was the first to d isinfect the stifling atmosphere generated by 
conventional portrait photography in the age of decline . He cleanses this 
atmosphere, indeed he dispels it altogether: he in i tiates the emancipation 
of object from aura which is the most signal ach ievement of the latest 
school of photography. ("Photography, "  2 50) 

At this point, "A Small History of Photography" formulates a defini
t ion of the aura rhar we find in every version of "The Work of Art in the 
Age ofMechanical Reproduction":  "What is aura, actually? A strange weave 
of space and �ime: the unique appearance of semblance or distance, no matter 
how close the object m�y be" ("Photography," 2 5 0). Two negative qualit ies 

seem to define the aura: the uqiqueness of a moment of temporal apparit ion 
and i ts unapproachabili ty, i ts d istancing despite a possible spatial proximity. 
And yet, mod�rn society has developed needs that are incompatible with 
such principles : 

To b�ing things closer to us, or rather to the masses, is just as passionate 
an inclination in our day as the overcoming of whatever is unique in 
every situation by means of irs reproduction. Every day the need to 
possess the object in close-up in the form of a p icture, or rather a copy, 
becomes more imperative. ("Photography," 2 5 0) 

Let us note that this need to possess is a completely different cri terion than 
that which led Atget to l iberate the photographic image from the aura. If  
i t  were solely an empirical tendency that was anti-artistic i n  nature and that 
conformed tO the spirit of appropriation that had become widespread in the 
social system, it is d ifficult to see why Benjamin would rake it i nto account 
in a theory of photography. l-Ie can only have in mind the legitimate 
imperatives of the "masses" to reverse cultural privilege. And yet, Benjamin 
concludes this development with an ambiguous sentence that refers to  sti l l  
another aspect of the decline of the aura: "The stripping bare of the object, 
the destructi()n of the aura, is the mark of a perception whose sense of die 
sameness of things has grown to the point where even the singular, the 
unique, is d ivested of its uniqueness-by means of its reproduction" 
("Photography," 250). 

It is no longer a need-perhaps legitimate-for proximity on a large 
scale and for appropriation but, rather, a sense of identity, an identity-based 
spirit, that reduces any s ingularity to multipl iable unity and that sets aside 
d ifferences . We find both a critical judgment on a tendency toward level ing 
and a comment on an anthropological transformation in  the field of 
cognitive perception, now dominated by the spirit of science. 

There art:, then, at least three reasons for the destruction of the aura: 
aesthetic authenticity, which is opposed to artifice; ethics (or politics).,_.rhe--
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questioning of privilege and of the exclusive character of the. aura; and, 
finally, anthropology, a metamorphosis of perception, moving in  the direction 
o_f}i�primacy of the cognitive atti tude, which Benjamin  notes here without 
making a value judgment.  Only the third reason is  l inked to Hegel 's or 
Weber's theses on the progression of the rational mind in Western culture, 
in the sense of a progress of cognitive rationali ty. In this same text, Benjam in 
wi l l  develop yet another theory of  knowledge to  which photography i s  
supposed to  contribute. 

Benjamin also reinterprets aesthetic authentici ty and the ethical im
perative for equal access to art in  the l ight of another form of art: c inema, 
and in  particular, the revolutionary films ofSergey Eisenstein and Vsevolod 
Pudovkin .  After the purification of the false aura brought about by Atget, 
rhe authenticity of the human face must be restored-this thesis will leave 
no trace in "The Work of Art" :  

\ 

To do without people is for photography the most imposs ible of  
renunciations. And anyone who did not  know i t  y.ras taugh t  by the 
best of the Russian films that mi l ieu and landscape, roo, reveal 
themselves most read i ly ro those photographers who succeed in cap
turing them in anonymous faces . ( "Photography," 2 5 1 ,  translation 
modified) 

Anonymity is an essential featqre here, in that it excludes the pose, 
which destroys authenticity: "So the Russian feature film was the first  
opportunity in  decades to  put  people before the camera who had no use  for 
thei r photographs. And immediately the human face appeared on film with 
new and immeasurable significance. But it was no longer a portrait" 
("Photography," 2 5 1 ). 

The photographs of August Sander suggest the new meaning of these 
anonymous faces; they have a cognitive, even '·' scientific" finality. Sander's 
images provide a "training manual" to members of a society i n  which each 
person must orient him- or herself in relation to the physiognomies of 
others . In addition to restored authentici ty and equal access to images, this 
cognitive function defines the status of photography. At the same t ime, 
photography transforms the perception of traditional art , both in  granting 
greater equal ity of access and, especially, in  contributing toward a progress 
i n  knowledge: "In the fi nal analysis, mechanical reproduction is a techn ique 
of diminution that helps men to ach ieve a control over works of art without 
whose aid they would no longer be useful ·· ("Photography," 2 5 3 ,  translation 
sl ightly modified). 

In using the terms "control" and "useful ,"  Benjamin  is clearly 
defin ing the relation to art in terms of i nstrumentali ty. We recognize here 
the influence of Brecht and of his conception of the "use value" of art. As 
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for "photography as art , "  Benjamin bel ieves that a fundamental tension 
opposes art to photography. The primordial interest of photography is not 
aesthet ic: 

The creative in photography is i ts capitulation ro fashion. The world is 
beat.ttifid-rhat is i rs watchword. There in is unmasked the posture of a 
photography that can endow any soup can with cosmic significance but 
cannot grasp a single one of the human connexions in which i t  exists, 
even where most far-fetched subjects are more concerned with saleabi l ity 
t han with insight .  ("Photography, " 2 5 5 )  

In this spirit, Benjamin accepts Baudelai re's critique of photography 
"as a violent reaction to the encroachment of artistic photography" ("Pho
tography," 256) .  The task of this nonart is purely cognitive according to 
him : At the "scene of a crime"-the political crime of modern cities-pho
tography's role is to "reveal guilt and point out the guilty" ("Photography," 
25  6). "Will  not the caption become the most important part of the 
photograph?" asks Benjamin ("Photography," 256) .  In fact, the image as 
such always remains open to several readings . 27 The caption is necessary 
because the cognitive function of photography as such is not assured. This 
is also true for the succession of filmic images, whose effect Benjamin 
compares to the function of the caption : "The directives which the captions 
give to those looking at pictures in illustrated magazines soon become even 
more explicit and more imperative in the fi lm where the meaning of each 
single picture appears to be prescribed by the sequence of all the preceding 
ones" ("The Work of Art," IlluminationJ, 226). Here again, Benjamin 
attempts to reduce the function of cinematic images to knowledge. Never
theless , "A Smal l History of Photography" is far from the radicality of the 
theses in  "The Work of Art ."  It makes no general judgment on the destiny 
of art in the contemporary period and does not break with a humanist spirit, 
as evidenced by its attachment to the human face. 

Four years after the article on the history of photography, right in the 
middle of his work on Paris Arcades, "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction" approached the theme of the aura from a much 
wider angle, this time clearly attached to the Weberian thesis of the 
disenchantment of the world . No longer is Benjamin concerned with the 
halo characteristic of old photographs, artificially reproduced by industrial 
photography; at issue is a much less easily observable quality, attributed to 
all art and stemming from its magic and religious origins. The theoretical 
ambition is incomparably greater; hence the theses in the essay are much 
riskier. 

In HA Smal l History of Photography," the aura was linked to the 
technical condition of a weak sensitivity to light and to the human condition 
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of  an  absence of  ostentatious externalization characteristic of  the posed 
photograph. That "authenticity" takes on a much more general ized sense 
i n  the 1 93 5  essay: "The presence of the original is the prerequis ite to the 
concept of authentici ty" (Illuminations, 220). It is  thus linked in a general 
way to the "uniqueness" of the presence of the work of art "at the place where 
i r  happens to be" (l/111minations, 220). This qual i ty  is no longer l inked to a 
precise form of art at a determined time-photography in i ts beginnings
but rather to a general characteristic of plastic arts before their mechanical 
reproduction. It remains to be seen whether, given such generali ty, the terms 
"aura" and "authenticity" still have any pertinent meaning :  "The whole 
sphere of authentici ty is outs ide technical-and, of course, not only tech
nical-reproduc�i l i ty. Confronted with its manual reproduction, which 
was usually branded as a forgery, the original preserved all i ts authority; not 
so vis-a-vis technical reproduction" (lllmninations, 220). 

On the one hand, technical reproduction is "more independent of the 
original "  (Illuminations, 220), from which it can extract certain aspects "with 
the aid of certain processes , such as enlargement or slow motion" (Illumina
tions, 2 20). On the other hand, i t  allows us to �ink the work of art to the 
viewer or l istener, thanks to photography or phonograph records (IIlmnina
tions, 220-22 1 ). In opposing authenticity and reproduction-Adorno was 
the first  to point this our-Benjamin simpiifies a more complex relation he 
had underscored in the essay on photography: In that case, the aura was due 
to the technical conditions of photography. But that s implification i s  l inked 
to a guiding idea that appears only in the next passage. The concept of 
authenticity refers to the notion of tradition: "The authenticity of a thing is 
the essence of all that is transmissible from i rs beginning, ranging from i ts 
substantive duration to i ts testimony to the history which i t  has experi
enced" (lllttminations, 22 1 ). 

Through reproduction, what is disturbed 

is rhe authority of the object. One might subsume the e l iminated 
element in the term "aura" and go on ro say: that which withers in the 
age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art. This is a 
symptOmatic process whose s ignificance poi nts beyond the realm of art . 
One m ight general ize by sayi ng:  the technique of reproduction detaches 
the reproduced object from rhe domain of rradirion. (llfllminations, 2 2 1 )  

Hence, Benjamin i s  convinced th� _ _t_ _�Q� __ ®J.hnr.i_q�_nf.traditiorLp�-.S.ll.PPOses 
d:ie'unjqiieness ofari obj"{�cttharz-� be n�!�llc:.r app_roached nor appropriated. 

- -Why i s  that? Why would trac:Htion be l inked to tpe-here and now? Why 
would·ir not be·maintain�d throug� diffu_sjqn? The 

·p-fin�pr��-$-_[lad lon.'g 
_ _ a.ic? aesacrafized-an"crd[tfused wri ting . .  Did i r  the�eby disturq the tr-::tclitions 

conveyed in writ ing? In a certain way, yes. T_Q_� _Lutheran.dis.closure of the 
- ------ --------�-·-------··-·----·· 

. . . -----······ --
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B ible deprived the church of i ts authority by permitting every reader  to 
have access to the text , to i nterpret it and to feel i ts truth; it favored critical 
j udgment and thus no doubt the critique of rel igion as a heteronomous 
i nsti tution. But fundamentally, i t  only accelerated the process of copying 
manuscripts . In addition, however, control over that diffusion now escaped 
the privileged and cloistered readers , the copyists. Before actually creating 
i mages, the technical reproduction of images was at first only an extension 
of that di ffusion of the written text, applied this time to the pictorial , 
sculptural , and archi tectural tradition . In that case, i t  was a kind of 
"democratizat ion of images": 

By making many reproductions, [the technique of reproduction] substi
tutes a plurali ty of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the 
reproduction to meet the beholder or viewer in h is own particular 
si tuation , it reactivates the object reproduced . These two processes lead 
to a tremendous shattering of tradition which is the obverse of the 
contemporary crisis and renewal of mankind .  (Illuminations, 2 2 1 )  

What does this danger, this "obverse" o f  the contemporary crisis, this 
"tremendous shattering, "  consist in? W hat is  revolutionary in Benjamin's 
view is the exotericism of mass culture: the fact that tradition escapes 
authorized transmission. Humanity renews itself, but at the cost of abandon
ing esoteric tradit ions. The word "trad ition"-Benjamin has to have this 
in mind-also translates the term "Kabbala," that which, in religious 
tradition, deserves to be preserved . 

· 

Film elicits B enjamin 's in terest because it is "the most powerful agent, 
in this process, which hands images over to the masses : " I ts social s ig nifi
cance, particularly in i rs most positive form, is  i nconceivable without its 
destructive, cathartic aspect, that is, the liquidation of the traditional value 
of cultural heritage" (ll/mninations, 22 1 ). Benjarn in  fears that the general
ized actualization of cultural heritage undermines tradit ion. But technical 
reproduction is also an i nterpretation of tradit ions. It remains to be seen 
whether any particular interpretation stems from vulgarity, frorn misunder.;. 
standing, or, instead , from an authentic and fruitful rereadi ng.  It is thus not 
technical reproduction as such that represents a danger but the possibil ity 
that it opens of exploi ting cultural heri tage merely for the ends of profit or 
propaganda, outside t he traditional mechanisms of cultural transmission. 
The dividing l ine between the preservation or renewal of tradition and its 
l iquidation thus moves inside reproduction-between different ways of 
interpreting transmitted works-and not between authenticity and repro
duction themselves . In spite of the aura of actors who are present " in  person, "  
theater can betray Shakespeare just a s  surely a s  can c inema, and fi lm can 
renew the interpretation of Shakespearean dramas. 
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Having i ntroduced the theme of the aura through the i nfluence that 
technical reproduction exerts on it, Benjamin returns to the theory of "A 
Small I-I i s  tory of Photography. " He once more takes up the aspect of an 
ethical imperative and a change in human perception: The masses today 
tend to master the uniqueness and the distancing of images, to which they 
demand access; and this taste for reproduction can be compared to " the 
i ncreas ing importance of s tatistics "  (Illuminations, 22 3) .  But this t ime, the 
ambiguity of this process falls clearly on the side of reproduction. In the 
field of art , Benjamin g ives a posi tive sense to the desacrali zation and 
"disenchantment of the world . "  The artistic tradit ion appears i ndissociable 
from a notion of a rit11al that has lost i ts legi t imacy: 

Originally the contextual integration of art in tradition found i rs expres
sion in the cult .  We know that the earl iest art works originated in the 
service of a ritual-first the magical , then the religious kind. It is 
s ig nificant that the existence of the work of art with reference to i ts aura 
is never entirely separated from irs ritual function. In other words, the 
unique value of the "authentic" work of art has i ts bas is in ritual [ in 
theology, says the first version of the text], the location of i ts original use 
value. (I l111minations, 224) 

This is not a thesis that appears in the 193 1  essay. Beauty, according 
to Benjamin,  is now indissociable from ritual: 

This ritual istic basis ,  however remote, is still recognizable as secularized 
ritual even in the most profane forms of the cult of beauty. The secular 
cult ofbeaury, developed during the Renaissance and prevail ing for three 
centuries , clearly showed that ritualist ic basis in irs decline and the first 
deep crisis which befell i t .  (Illuminations, 224) 

Contemporary with the invention of photography, the " negat ive the
ology" of /'art pour /'art seemed to prove the sacred character of beauty. 
According to this reasoning,  the historical process of desacralization had to 
lead i neluctably toward decl i ne,  both of art i n  the technical sense and of 
beauty. "For the first  time i n  world history, mechanical reproduction 
emancipates the work of art from i ts parasi tical dependence on ritual " 
(Illuminations, 224). 

All artistic production, from that of the Renaissance to Mallarme's 
"pure" art stripped of object and social function-the Brechtian verdict is 
resonati ng in  the background at this point-is stigmarti zed by this term 
"paras i t ic , "  which implicitly assimilates all tradit ional art to the " rubber 
print"  and "artifice" of denatured photography. But whereas Benjamin 's 
severe judgment on the synthetic aura that characterized posed photography 
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was well founded, this global and hasty verdict on the metamorphoses of 
the ideal of beauty s ince the Renaissance is reductive and unfair. Of course, 
Benjamin  seems to be l inking his theory of cult value to the critical 
background of his essays on Goethe and tragic d rama. Hence, he establishes 
a continuity between the aesthetic of the "inexpressive" and of allegory, his 
cri tique of the beautiful appearance, and the thesis of the decl ine of the aura. 
B ut at the time of the essay on Goethe, he knew that beauty cannot be 
reduced to the "beautiful appearance. " In 1 935 ,  he sacrifices beauty and the 
aura to the "emancipation" that technical reproduction as such, freed from 
the original , is supposed to signify: "To an ever greater degree the work of 
art reproduced becomes the work of art designed for reproducibility" 
(Illuminations, 224). There exists no "original" or "authentic" copy of the 
negative of a fi lm .  Benjamin draws a rad ical conclusion from this fact: "But 
the i nstant the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic 
production, the total function of art is  reversed . Instead of being based on 
ritual, i t  begins to be based on another practice-polit ics" (Illuminations, · 
224). 

Pol i tics-and, more preci sely, Marxist poli tics-takes over for the 
sacred , "auratic"  foundation of tradi tional  art .  It must be added that once 
Benjam i n  traced artistic autonomy back to a parasit ical form of ritual ,  he 
had l i ttle choice. The d istinction he i ntroduces , based on the sacred orig in  
of art , between the h istorical poles of  cult value and exhibi t ion value, 
would theoretically have allowed him to escape the choice between the 
religious and the poli tical .  But Benjamin does not i nterpret exhibit ion 
value i n  terms of a publ ic and profane status of the work of art . Rather, 
he focuses on i ts quantitative aspect,  access to the greatest number of works 
of art , in opposition to the exclusive character of access to cult values ; i n  
addi t ion ,  h e  focuses o n  the mechanical aspect,  the apprenticeship of 
perception and test ing that i s  analogor1s to the practical functions of 
primitive art . Hence, through the very choice of concepts, he excludes 
both the specifically aesthetic content ,  i nterest ,  and value of works of art 
and the particular forms of exchange that govern that content, interest ,  
and value. Benjamin  does not allow himself to recognize in the aesthetic 
qual ity of works-their  coherence, their force of revelation,  their abil i ty 
to open eyes and elicit new ways of seeing and evaluating-the desacral
ized heir  to what he had called aura . In a peculiar manner, his  sociological 
theory of art now leads him to be interested not in  works of art, but only 
i n  the social functions that art as such fi l ls " i n  the age of i ts mechanical 
reproducibil i ty. " Yet these functions are no longer l inked ro the s ignifi
cance of a unique work. In  a certa in way, for Benjamin-at least in this 
essay-the medium is already the message; the s ignificance of art is  
reduced to the med ium through which i t  addresses the public .  At  the 
beginning and the end of art history, the arti stic is  secondary :  
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In prehistoric time . . .  by the absolute emphasis on i ts cult value, it was, 
first  and foremost, an instrument of magic. Only later did i t  come to be 
recognized as a work of art. In the same way today, by the absolute 
emphasis on its exhibition value the work of art becomes a creation with 
entirely new functions , among which the one we are conscious of, the 
artistic function, later may be recognized as i ncidental . (Illttminations, 
225  )28 
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That is the final consequence of the founding idea of the Paris A rcades 
project i n  1 93 5-from which "The Work of Art" stemmed-the idea that, 
for the structuri ng forms of urban space, "the emancipation from the yoke 
of art" s ignified a d issipation of phantasmagorical i l lusions. 

I ndependent of the aura, its theological background, and its anchoring 
in tradi tion, the question of reproducibi lity reveals the peculiar status of 
the work of art's identity i n  the field of the visual arts . As Nelson Goodman 
demonstrates i n  Lang11ages of Art, the problem of authenticity is raised only 
for the arts he cal ls a11tographic. "There are, indeed , composi tions falsely 
purporting to be by Haydn as there are painti ngs falsely purporting to be 
by Rembrandt :  but of the London Symphony, unlike the Lucretia, there can 
be no forgeries . Haydn's manuscript is no more genuine an instance of the 
score than is a pri nted copy off the press this morning, and last night's 
performance no less genuine than the premier. " 29 This is because, i n  
l iterature and mus ic ,  there exists a n  alphabet of characters and signs that 
assures the orthographic  identity of the work: 

In painting, on the contrary, with no such alphabet of characters, none 
of the pictorial properties--none of the properties the picture has as 
such-is d istinguished as constitutive; no such feature can be d ismissed 
as contingent,  and no deviation as insign ificant.  The only way of 
ascertaining that the Lucretia before us is genuine is thus to establish the 
historical face that it is the actual object made by Rembrandt. Accord
ingly, physical identificat ion of the product of the artist's hand, and 
consequently the conception of forgery of a particular work, assume a 
significance in painting that they do not have in  lirerature. 30 

This is what Benjamin calls " i ts presence in time and space" (lllztmi
nations, 220), except that he does not explain that the problem he raises i n  
relation to the "work of  art" in general applies only t o  "autographic" works. 
But Goodman, who is concerned with symbolic class ifications, is not 
i nterested in the fact that the development of technical reproduction 
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produces arts of the image for which the problem of authenticity does not arise. This 
is a centra l  question for Benjamin. The art of the ready-made (and Benj amin 
underscores Dadaism ·s anticipation of the later problems of reproduction) 
often presents an object fabricated as part of a series, with no origi nal ,  as an 
authentic object ;  if only from the fact of its presentation, the object 
presented, whose secondary qualities the artist foregrounds, preserves a 
certain uniqueness . In the case of fi lm,  that u niqueness disappears; every 
exact copy is identical ro the "original ,"  without even needing the sort of 
system of notation that exists for li terature and rnusic. 

Precise ly in relation to the ready-made, Arthur Danto seeks to show, 
against Goodman, that what constitutes a work of art is not a d ifference in 
percept ion between an ordinary object and i ts artistic equivalent but the 
conceptual difference between any ordinary object and an object i nterpreted 
in  the l ight of a theory:  "To see something as art at all demands nothing less 
than this ,  an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art. 
Art is the kind of thing that depends for i ts existence upon theories ; without 
theories of art , black paint is j ust black paint and nothing rnore. "31 What 
Danto calls "artistic theory"-a historically defined cri terion that neverthe
less disregards aesthetic value-Benjam in designates e i ther as " tradition" 
(founded in a " ritual") or "poli t ics . "  Accord ing to Benjamin ,  the only 
perceptions of a work of art that remain are either the decadent forms of 
ritual and contemplation or the lucid forms of a political reading .  

It may be  true that there is ultimately no  pol i t ically indifferent reading 
of a work of art ; bur the fact that the reading of a work of art is politically 
grounded is not enough to produce a reading that is both aesthetic-attentive 
to the requirements of the work of art as medium of experience and thus as 
di stinct from a cogni tive communication-and aesthetically adequate. And 
i f  the political reading does not take the aesthetic into account, i t  also runs 
a grave risk of being inadequate from the poli t ical point of view. 

Since, for Benjamin, the idea of the autonomy of art is l inked to its 
magical and rel igious aura, it no longer has any raison d'etre; it now appears 
purely illusory. At  the same time, the true history of art, which considers 
Greek, medieval , Renaissance, and modern works of art, loses its value, as does 
the history of aesthetics, which, ever since the eighteenth century, has sought 
to establish the autonomy of its domain: "When the age of mechanical 
reproduction separated art from its basis in cult, the semblance of i ts autonomy 
disappeared forever" (11/mninations, 226). As in N ietzsche's work, the history 
of culture is traced back to the history of an il lusion or a false sublimation. 
This reduction throws overboard both the ideological aspects of theology and 
idealism and the elements of a theory of specificity proper to aesthetic logic, 
which was still present in Benjamin's " theological" writings. 

From this perspective , Benjamin purely and simply sets aside the 
debates on the artistic character of photography and cinema. "Much futile 
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thought had been devoted to the question of whether photography is an art. 
The primary quest ion-whether the very invention of photography had not 
transformed the entire nature of art-was nor raised " (lllunzinations, 227) .  
But i t  is one thing to transform the entire nature of art , and another to set 
aside any aesthetic criterion in order to turn immediately to pragmatic or 
polit ical cri teria. Benjamin no longer even asks about the aesthetic quality 
of works of art. Only the general role of cinematic technique i n  modern 
society interests h im:  

For contemporary man t h e  representation o f  reality b y  t h e  film is 
i ncomparably more significant than that of the painter, s i nce it  offers ,  
precisely because o f  t h e  thoroughgoi ng permeation of real ity with 
m echan ical equipment, an aspect of real ity which is free of all equipment. 
And that is what one is entit led tO ask from a work of art . (lll!tminations, 
234) 

But cinematic technique as such has no rr1ore significance-artistic or 
nonarrisric-than does the painter's technique: It  al l depends on what an 
artist makes of i t .  Otherwise, the industry of "popular" movies would be 
progress as such beyond modern painting ,  which is what Benjamin in  fact 
suggests, despite his reservations about purely commercial cinema. He 
confuses technical progress wi th the progress of art , i nstrurnental rational i ty 
with aesthetic rational i ty. "The Work ofArt" stems from the ideology of 
progress denounced in  Benjamin's late works : from an idea of the "wind of 
history" blowing toward technical development .  

Because of  i ts vagueness, the Benjaminian concept of  aura is no longer 
even operative. It  is obviously possible to change i ts rneaning, but in so 
doing we would run the risk of returning to the trivial sense of an 
"atmospheric" value of the work of art . The successful work of art has the "aura" 
of i rs artist ic authenticity; in  contrast ,  a nonauratic work created by means 
of the most advanced technologies of reproduction may have no more than 
symptomatic i nterest .  The oppos ition Benjamin  sees between theater and 
c inema, between the "here and now" of the aura and reproduction, is not 
tenable : 

The aura which, on the stage,  emanates from Macbeth ,  cannot be 
separated for the spectators from that of the actor. However, the s ingu
larity of the shot in the s tudio is that the camera is substi tuted for the 
public. Consequently, the aura that envelops the actor van ishes, and with 
it the aura of the figure he portrays . (Illuminations, 2 29) 

The aura supposedly disappears because of the mere presence of the 
camera. But the camera is not i ndependent of the human gaze, which , as 
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i n  the theater, d irects the actor; moreover, that gaze d i rects the camera, 
and thus, that aura does not d isappear in fi lm .  In addit ion,  whether at the 
theater or at the cinema, that aura i s  not consti tut ive of art. The " magic 
of presence" is nor enough to confer on the work as a whole an auratic 
qual i ty. Even the best actor loses his  aura when he is badly d i rected i n  a 
badly written work . 

It is just as difficult to maintain the analogy that Benjamin establi shes 
between ,  on the one hand, the Dadaists' desacralization of art through " the 
studied degradation of their material" (Illuminations, 2 37),  which prevents 
the viewer from adopting a contemplative attitude toward it, and, on the 
other, the "shock" provoked merely by the technique of cinema: 

No sooner has the eye grasped a scene than it is already changed .  It cannot 
be arrested . . . .  Like all shocks , [that of film] should be cushioned by 
heightened presence of mind. By means of irs technical structure, the 
film has taken the physical shock effect out of the wrappers in which 
Dadism had, as it were, kept it inside the moral shock effect. (Illumina
tions, 238) 

Once again ,  this confuses the medium and the message, the mechanical 
shock and the aesthetic shock. For the same reason, Benjami n  will later 
compare the success ion of cinematic images to the mechanical movement 
of an assembly l ine ,  thus reversing his once-posi tive evaluation of film. l1t 
goes without saying that this same cinematic technique can serve-and does 
serve in most cases-to present the most tradi tional plots, with no common 
ground with avant-garde li terature or painting. However attractive Charlie 
Chaplin might be, it is for all the wrong reasons that Benjamin distinguishes 
between the masses' "progressive" attitude toward his fi lms and the "back
ward"-because "contemplative"-attitude of that same audience toward 
Pablo P icasso's paintings and sculptures . Most of these objections were i n  
fact  made immediately by Adorno, i n  the name o f  the cri tical rigor o f  the 
early Benjamin himself. 

* 

Unlike the observations made in  the essay on photography, the theory 
of the aura as it is developed in "The Work of Art" rests on an anthropo
logical hypothesis .  According to the first version of the text :  

Film's function is  to train man in h is apperceptions and the new reactions 
that the use of mechanical equipment conditions, whose role in his l ife 
is increasing almost dai ly. To make the immense techn ical apparatus of 
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our age the object of human innervation---that is the historical task i n  
which the true sense of  fi lm resides. (G.S. 1 1 :444) 
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Benjamin reduces " the theory of perception that among the Greeks bore the 
name 'aesthetics ' '' (G.S. , 1 :466) to an exercise relating to the forms that 
allow humanity to adapt to a dangerous environment, whether i t  consists 
of primitive beasts or modern wars . 

What can "the pol it ic ization of art" mean from such a perspect ive? 
How is poli t ics to be substi tuted for ri tual ? There is  nothing in the text 
to i ndicate that it might be a question of something besides a pure and 
s imple rej ection of the aura, of cult value, and of the contemplative or 
meditative attitude before the work of art .  In  Benjamin 's view, cinematic  
technique as  such is pol i tical , inasmuch as  it  allows and calls for a 
"s imultaneous collective reception" and i ncarnates the cri t ique of "tradi
tional conceptions of art" (Illuminations, 23 1 ) , and i nasm uch as every 
individual  can now be found on ei ther s ide of the camera:  "Any man today 
can lay claim to being filmed" (Illuminations, 23 1 ) . In the preface to "The 
Work of Art ,"  the concepts of creativi ty (already manhandled in the essay 
on Kraus), of genius ,  of the value of eterni ty, and of mystery were ruled 
out (Illuminations, 2 1 8) .  This rad ical thesis fi nds i ts explanation here, even 
though Benjami n gl i mpses nei ther the dogmatic use that could be--n1ade 
of it nor the spasms of a generalized amateurism that could lay claim to 
such a d isqual ification . Wi th the aura, Benjamin el iminates any particular 
artistic competence, j ust as he sets aside any specific cri tical competence. 
As i n  sports, everyone is supposed ly an "expert" on the fi lm represent ing 
everyday real i ty-whose aesthetic approaches are ent irely set aside. "With 
regard to the screen ,"  wri tes Benjamin ,  " the crit ical and the receptive 
atti tudes of the publ ic coincide" (Illuminations, 2 34) .  But what does 
cri ticism consist in if the aesthetic sphere and i ts own cri teria are 
" liquidated" along with the aura? It can only be a cri t icism of what is 
represented , apart from any aesthetic mediation of images . The pretext 
for that l iquidation is provided by the star sy.rtem, which-like the rubber 
print  in photography-artificially reconst itutes the aura, even outside 
works of art: 

The fi lm responds to the shriveling of the aura with an artificial build-up 
of the "personal i ty" outs ide the studio. The cult of the movie s tar, fostered 
by the capital of the film industry, preserves not the unique aura of the 
person but the "spell of the personality, "  the phony spel l of a commodity. 
(Ill11minatiom, 23 1 ,  translation slightly modified) 

From that moment on, Benjamin can no longer grant classical cinema 
the magic of an aura emanating from the presence of an actor or an actress , 
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as showcased by a great film director; he ignores the aura ofblack-and-white 
photography, camera movements, and colors. In "The Work of Art," the 
human face has lost the central role it  still had in the study on photography: 
"It is no accident that the portrait was the focal point of early photography. 
The cult of remembrance of loved ones, absent or dead, offers a last refuge 
for the cult value of the picture. For the last time the aura emanates from 
the early photographs in the fleet ing expression of a human face" (Illumina
tions, 226). 32 By "refuge" he means a last escape in  the face of technical 
progress and polit ics. Benjamin thus no longer insists on the return of the 
face in Russian cinema. 

"The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" may be the 
extreme form of Benjamin's nihilism in the economy of his oeuvre. The 
"decline" of the aura, the "l iquidation" of tradition, and the disappearance 
of the human are the expression of a fundamentalism that expects redemp
tion to come only out of the ruins of fa lse and i llusory reality: "Nature is 
Messianic by reason of its eternal and total passing away," writes Benjamin 
in 1 920. "To strive after such passing, even for those stages of man that are 
nature, is the task of world politics , whose method must be called nihilism" 
("Theologico-Polit ical Fragment," Reflections, 3 1 3) ;  "if necessary, to outlive 
cultur:e . . .  laughing" (G.S. , 2 : 2 1 9), we read in "Erfahrung und Armut" 
( 1 93 3) .  This nihilistic background combines with the desire to improve on 
Brecht's radicality. 

* 

Having pushed his approval of reductive and regressive tendencies to 
the l imits of cynicism, Benjamin will change his mind i n  1936  and ,  in a 
third phase of his oeuvre, will once more question the beneficent effects of 
the "l iquidation" of the aura. We read the first indication of this shift in 
"The Storyteller, " but the most explicit text i n  this  respect is "On Some 
Motifs in Baudelaire," which is also a self-portrait . 

In  "On Some Mot ifs in Baudelaire, '' we find an evaluation of photog
raphy that cannot be reconciled with the earl ier texts except in its observa
t ion of a crisis in perception. Benjamin interprets modernity in  both 
Freudian and Proustian terms , seeing in the decline of the aura a specific 
deficiency of memory due to the shocks modern humanity has experienced . 
This decl ine is thus not simply the emancipation from an i llusory appear
ance but ,  rather, a pathological phenomenon; d is i l lusion does not compen
sate for the liquidation of tradition: 

I f  the d istinctive feature of the images that rise from the memoire 

int1o/ontaire is seen in  their aura, then photography is decisively i mpli-
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cared in the phenomenon of the "decl ine of the aura. " What was 
inevitably felt to be i nhuman, one might even say deadly, i n  daguerreo
rypy was the (prolonged) looking into the camera, since the camera 
records our l ikeness without returning our gaze . (Illuminations, 1 87-
1 88)  

1 65 

"Returning the gaze" is now the expression of auratic experience in  
n�lation, more precisely, to nonhuman reali ties :  "To perceive the  aura of  an 
object we look at means to invest i t  with the abi l ity to look at us in return" 
(Ilbaninations, 1 88). A painting can thus possess an aura, whereas photog
raphy, according to Benjamin ,  excludes the exchange of gazes by placing 
man in a confrontation with the camera. Estranged from involuntary 
memory, photography knows nothing of the beautiful (Illu77zinations, 1 88). 
"The Work of Art" said nothing less, but was overjoyed to see the disap
pearance of the phantasmagoria l i nked to appearance and inherited from 
ritual. 

In  "The Work of Art," painting is seen as an art incapable of addressing 
a mass public and hence obsolete in  comparison to the arts of technical 
reproduction. The last essay on Baudelai re returns to more traditional 
conceptions. Cinema, which in  1 93 5 was the canonical arr of modernity, is 
now assimi lated to alienated labor (11/mninations, 1 7  5 ) . 

Benjamin reaches this conclusion based on the fact that photography 
is entirely a function gf 'foluntary memory. According to him,' this kind of 
-memory is unfami liar with the d istancing of time, the aura, and the memory 
c{_p�ehistory and or igins that characterize involuntary memory and the 
beautiful in general .  Yet, just as a photograph can be "spoi led" by an 
·i-nadvertent movement or a momentary grimace, i t  can also "succeed" 
precisely because the camera does not control i ts object, or at least controls 
it much less than does the painter, who depends on no mechanical i mprint  
manifest ing i tself on the canvas . I t  is thus not for that reason that the 
beautiful is  inaccess ible to photography. Furthermore, we must  admi t  that 
there exist aesthetic criteria consti tutive of a photographer's work of art, 
whose quali ties are not due simply to the chance events of the shot . 

To those who, l ike Scholem and Adorno, disapproved of "The Work of 
Art ,"  B enjamin responded that he had sacrificed the aura because that was 
the only way to remain fai thful to the theological issues of art, to a mode of 
thinking to which art offers an essential knowledge. If that theology of 
catastrophe is not enough to legitimate artistic modernity, then we must 
also abandon that concept of aura and explain in  some other way the magical 
effect of certain works of art . 

The essay on Baudelaire tries to show that the aura of h is poetic works 
is due to the fact that the artist has given up the poet's romantic aura. Under 
the rubric of the "sacrifice of the aura," Ben jamin formulates an aesthetics 
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of negativity, which Adorno will later develop. What Adorno i n  his Aesthetic 
Theory calls "the redemption of appearance" corresponds to what i n  Ben
jamin's late works is a "liquidation of the aura" by the culture i ndustry, 
which "The Work of Art" seemed to applaud. According to Adorno, the 
aura belongs to objectified, successful works of art-more than successful, 
because true-which their dynamic as a whole fleetingly reveals . Authentic 
works of art, even though inhuman through their rigor, make no concessions 
to preserving the human they seem to deny. The magic of works of art is 
thus l i nked to an idea of humanity that is sometimes pushed to the point 
of a shocking inhumanity so as not to betray the idea of humanity: to remain 
fai thful to utopia. 

Whether naive, as in the authenticity of the old photograph, or terrible, 
as in the brushwork that surrounds the mutilated beings of Vincent Van 
Gogh or Francis Bacon, the aura is always a moving"�experience. I t  reminds 
us that we share a fragile humanity surrounded by a fleeting halo of light; 
i t  is a kind of appeal to solidari ty. For precisely that reason, it is not o;rtain 
that the aura is objecrifiable in Adorno's sense. Great works of art can be 
wi thout any apparent aura; minor works sometimes have that magic; .  The 
Benjaminian theory does not i lluminate this phenomenon; that is not its 
goal . Batail le's oeuvre, an inquiry into the moral aspect of the aura-into 
the "sacred horror" that , for example, emerges from the work of Edouard 
Manet-is perhaps more instructive in this regard. 

Everything indicates that the aura is not the most artistic aspect of a 
work of art. It is, rather, an affective charge received from the context or the 
rime; it can be a sense of scandal or catastrophe-like that surrounding the 
Olympia or Duchamp's urinal, which brutally confront us with the reverse 
side of subl imation-or that which , in historical anticipation, emerges from 
Kant's writ ings . ) ust as there is in the beautiful  an aspect of chance that is 
not at the disposition of the artist, the aura seems to be the sign of unlikely 
happiness or the threat of death; it is a part of the hurnanity that is threatened 
and captivated by a work of art . There is an aura of childhood, of happiness ,  
of l imitless possibi l it ies suddenly glimpsed, and there is an aura of translu
cid old age, of the convict sentenced to death. The distance imposed by the 
aura may be l inked to these inaccessible l imits. 

EMA N CIPA TIO N  FR O M  THE YO KE O F  A R T  

The primacy of the poli tical over the aesthetic reading, dearly asserted i n  
"The Author as Producer" i n  1934,  i s  one of  the fundamental hypotheses 
on which Paris Arcades was based. Benjamin formulated this project in 1 93 5 ,  
a few months before draft ing "The Work of Art i n  the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction," which, in fact, develops perspectives introduced in the 
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outline of the Arcades project .  The 1 93 5  Expose of Paris Arcades and the 
essay "The Work of Art" thus i lluminate each other. 

In  writ ing these texts, Benj amin, as he often did, was respondi ng to 
contradictory expectations. On the one hand, he was seeking to satisfy 
Brecht's imperatives, namely, to purge any trace of "rheology" or "meta
physics"  from his thi nking and to develop an immediately applicable theory 
of cultural poli tics. On the other hand , the members of the Frankfurt School, 
in  particular Adorno, were expecting from Paris Arcades the phi losophical 
and aesthetic dimension that was lacking in Marx's oeuvre. To encourage 
h im to write what would become the 1 93 5  Expose, Adorno wrote to 
Benjamin on 6 November 1 934 : "You know that I consider this work truly 
the share of original philosophy that i t  is incumbent upon us to wri te" (G.S. 
5 : 1 1 06). And again,  on 20 May 1 93 5 :  " I  consider the Arcades not only the 
center of your phi losophy but the last word that phi losophy can today 
pronounce" (G.S. , 7 :856). As Adorno explained to Horkheimer, " I t  is an 
effort to decipher the nineteenth century as 'style, '  through the category of 
commodity understood as a dialectical image" (G. S. , 7 :860) . As an enthu
s iastic reader of the early wri tings ofBenjarnin, Adorno idealized the project 
and made i t  his own concern . That is why he continued to respond to the 
fragments he came to know with his own conception of a "cri tique of 
ideology. "3 3  Benjamin was attempting to do j ustice to two imperatives, all 
the while defending himself against Brecht's phi losoph.ical simplifications 
and against a tendency toward elhism that he suspected in Adorno, the 
s tudent of Alban Berg.  

The ambitious project changed at  the beginning of the 1 930s, when 
Benjamin  abandoned his original idea of a "dialectical fai ry play" in the 
spi ri t of Einbahnstrasse to turn, under the influence of the cri tiques of 
Horkheimer and Adorno, toward a more sociological, more "Marxist" 
project. The experience of the ci ty, half Proustian and half surrealist, that 
had been at the origin of the project then had to find refuge in another, more 
l iterary form: Berliner Kindheit !tm Neunzehnhttndert (A Berl in chi ldhood 
around 1 900). 

In the 1 93 5  Expose for Paris Arcades, the problem of the aura appears 
only marginally and indirectly. But the sacrifice of art i n  the name of its 
perceptive, adaptive, and therapeutic functions , as it would be defended in 
"The Work of Art," was already clearly announced. In  the service of the 
commodity (but fundamentally, by virtue of technical development or 
"productive forces ") the n ineteenth century emancipated all forms of figu
ration and creation-from arch itecture to painting to li terature-from art . 
Benjamin even went so far as to compare this process to the way that " the 
sciences freed themselves from philosophy in rhe sixteenth [century]" 
(Reflections, 1 6 1 ). That comparison makes of art and philosophy obstacles to the 
autonomous development of technology and sciena�. In the spirit of posi tivism, they 



1 68 CHA P TER II. THE O R Y  OF A R T 

are assimilated to the theological legacy that kept .guard on thought and 
creation in an authori tarian manner and to a mystifying appearance that 
surrounded human productions before their l iberation from tradit ion. We 
can gauge the difficulty inherent in  that theory when we remember the 
systematic importance that Benjamin gave to art in  his early works ,  that of 
anticipating doctrine. His abandonment of art can then be explained only 
by the fact that he is convinced of the imminence of the great h istoric!ll 
turning point. At the slightest doubt regarding i ts imminence, it was 
inevitable that Benjamin would once more take up art's defense. 

Art nouveau, then, "represents art's last attempt to escape from i ts ivory 
tower, which is besieged by technology" (Reflections, 1 54-- 1 5 5 ). Benjamin 
attempts to explain all modernity's forms of expression through a dual 
determination, which in fact he does not differentiate. According to Ben
j amin, architecture has passed into the hands of construct ion engineers ; the 
reproduct ion of nature has fallen to photography, advertising,  i nternal 
architecture, and urbanism; and literature is now controlled by the large 
presses . In the first place, this dynamic is i nherent in technical development: 
"As architecture begins to outgrow art in  the use of iron construction, so 
does painting in the panoramas" (Reflections, 1 49); second, it  is part of the 
phantasmagorical context of rhe commodity: "All these products are on t he 
point of going to marker as commodities. But they hesitate on the brink. 
From this epoch stem the arcades and interiors ,  the exhibit ions and pano
ramas. They are residues of a dream world" (Reflections, 1 62 ,  translation 
slightly modified) .  

The relation between the emancipation of technology and the entry 
into the world of the commodity is not clearly articulated. We do not know 
whether these "products" are hesitating because they draw back before 
technology or because they refuse to become commodities. Benjamin 
confuses in  a single historical complex a technical pri nciple that functions 
only unconsciously (Reflections, 1 48)-whereas an aesthetic consciousness 
constructs factories in the form of houses, rai lroad stations in the shape of 
chalets , and metal supports designed on the model ofPompei ian columns
and a commodity princ iple that engenders i ts own appearances , those of 
fetishism, which are at the origin of the "phantasmagoria" of modern society. 
Any aesthetic principle intervening in the use of technology, whether i t  
expresses the sensibility of  an  age or  different ways of seeing-ironic, 
futurist, nostalgic, naive, aggressive, sophisticated , and so on-is subsumed 
under the single conception of an archaic aesthetic consciousness . Such a 
radical negation of the aesthetic mode of validi ty could only lead to an 
1m passe. 

The 1 93 5  and 1 939 Exposes of Paris A rcades can be dist inguished by 
the relative weight they g ive each of these two aspects, the technological 
and the aesthetic .  In 1 93 5-as the final summary of the 1 9 3 5  version, 
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which was suppressed in  the 1 939 vers ion,  shows-the emphasis  is p laced 
on the substitution of technology for art , a subst itution that i s  equivalent 
to a supp,-ession of i l lusory appearance. Bur at the same rime, the phantas
magoria engendered by commodi ty society-the arcades , the flaneur, the 
i nteri or-include an aspect of utopia that shapes an aspiration to tran
scend the society of class , a utopia that Benjamin seeks to l iberate from 
i ts ideological cocoon . In  1 939 ,  the substi tution of technology for art: 
moves to the background . Commodi ty society is under the i nfluence of 
the phantasmagoria ,  associated with mythic anxiety; any utopian aspect 
has disappeared . In contrast ,  this version introduces a dist inction between 
Baudela ire 's art , his conception of the beauti ful and of moderni ty, and the 
ideological ennoblement of technological necessi t ies for "artis tic pseudo
ends" (G.S. , 5 : 1 2 5 7) that we find in  Georges-Eugene Haussmann 's ur
banism:  The "beauty" of views masks the pol it ical i ntention to control 
the c i ty by the monied class , while the beauty of the Baudelai rean work 
of art i s  authentically arti st ic and vi rtually critical . 

The two diagnoses of the age are quire d ifferent .  In the two Exposes, 
the soc ial space is dominated by the phantasmagoria const i tutive of nine
teenth-century cul ture : the interpenetration of the most modern and the 
most ancient, of avant-garde technology and imaginary regressions; the 
relation of compensation between ,  on the one hand, technology and a market 
that are more and more anonymous and , on the other, the interiors ofhouses, 
more and more often erected as a shell for the personali ty i tself, the 
receptacle for traces , accents in velvet and fur, collections that save objects 
from rhe anonymity of relations of exchange. But, in the place of the utopian 
aspect of phantasmagoria that the first version of the Expose maintained , 
the second substitutes the truth of an authentic art-that of Baudelaire i n  
"Les sept vieil lards" (The seven old men)-and the critical force of  a supreme 
phantasmagoria: that of the aged Blanqui ,  who, in  L'eterniti par les astt"es 
(Eterni ty by the stars), formulates the thesis of the eternal return of the same 
on an earth without hope , prey to that "mythic anxiety" already evoked in  
the essay on Goethe. In 1 93 5 ,  the  dynamic of  productive forces seems 
irresistibly to undermine the un iverse of phantasmagoria: " In  the convul
s ions of the commodi ty economy we begin to recognize the monuments of 
the bourgeoisie as ruins even before they have crumbled"  (Reflections, 1 62) .  
In 1 939 ,  after h is  1 938 discovery of L'eternite par les astres, written by 
Auguste B lanqui whi le  i n  prison, Benjamin is not far from adopting the 
point of view of the old rebel ,  for whom humanity is "a damned figure" :  

Al l  i t  can hope for that i s  new will prove to be  noth ing but a reali ty that 
has always been present; and this novelty will be as unable to provide i t  
with a liberating solution as a new fashion is  able ro renew society. 
Blanqui 's cosmic speculation includes this lesson: that humanity will be 
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prey to a mythic anxiety to the extent that the phantasmagoria occupy 
a place. (G.S. , 5 : 1 256) 

In 1 939-as in 1 935-Benjamin is convinced that " the age has not 
been able to find a new social order to correspond to its own technological 
horizons" (G.S. , 5 : 1 257). If technical development is not enough to bring 
down the reign of phantasmagoria, the entire problem consists in knowing 
how to bring about the awakening that wil l  l iberate us from them. 
Technology has a subversive function, which society must learn to seize in 
order not to be prey to myth. Technology strips the world of i ts i llusory 
dreams; i n  contrast, the development of the market-the perpetuation of 
the "old" social order-favors phantasmagoria. 

In 1 93 5 ,  such dreams were not entirely devoid of value .  Rather than 
being reduced to ideology, they bear within them utopia. What is an i llusory 
and deadly appearance in the technological context becomes fruitful appear
ance in the context of social anticipation. Regarding Charles Fourier, whom 
he admired, Benjamin develops a theory of the "collective unconscious," to 
which he links dialectical images and dream images . All his work in Paris 
A rcades, as he conceived i t  in 1 93 5 , undertakes to decipher these images 
according to their dual status, ideological and utopian. To the observation 
that the new tecbnology presents itself first in the form of the old-like the 
metall ic support disguised as a Greek column-Benjamin adds two theo
retical ideas; first, that of "wishful fantasies" (Reflections, 1 48), which 
attempt to compensate for the i nadequacies of a given society; and second, 
that of an anchorage of these utopias in the col lective unconscious, the 
depository of archaic promises that reemerge when a society breaks with the 
recent past ,  with what has aged . He thinks that through the imaginary, from 
which emerge the archaic images of the collective unconscious, the projec
tion of a society into the future is always indebted to the origin.  

l-Ie resorts to the concept of the collective unconscious ,  the bearer of 
archaic images-Adorno immediately pointed out the similarity to the 
ideas of Carl Gustav Jung (Correspondence, 497)-for two reasons. First ,  he 
attempts to s ituate in society the operation-both messianic and surreal
ist-by which he himself extracts an explosive moment from the past: The 
"collective unconscious" is the Benjaminian cri tique transformed into a 
social subject aspiring, unbeknownst to i tself, to actualize utopia. Second, 
he has no concept of social modernity that, given the present constellation, 
would allow him to explain the utopias through which certain social groups 
project themselves into the future. 

Regarding Baudelaire, he explains the second of these ideas: 

Modernity . . .  is always quoting primeval history. This happens here 
through the ambiguity attending the social relationships and products 
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of this epoch . Ambiguity is the p ictorial image of d ialectics, the law of 
dialectics seen at a standstilL This standstill is utopia and the dialectical 
image therefore a dream image. Such an image is presented by the pure 
commodity: as fetish . Such an image are the arcades, which are both 
house and streets. Such an image is the prostitute, who is saleswoman 
and commodity in one. (Reflections, 1 5 7, translation slightly modified) 

1 7 1 

This idea attempts to integrate into Marxian theory Benjamin's own 
i ntuitions concerning his philosophy of the origin. The "dialectic at a 
standstill"-which will also be at issue in the Benjaminian theory of 
history-is an attempt to place in the service of political commitment the 
very principle of the critical approach, which consists in interpreting images 
as a function of their truth content .  The standstill is that of the Holderlinian 
"caesura" or the " inexpressive," which suspends the movement of images i n  
order t o  quote them before the tribunal of truth. Placed in  relation to the 
"ambiguity" of images, the dialectic refers to the critical and political sense 
of an interpretation that rests on Marxian concepts such as the dependence 
of the superstructure and the omnipresence of the fetishisrn of the commod
ity. The ambiguity is , in fact, that of an essence contradicted by a function: 
The satisfaction promised by the commodity i s  annulled by the systematic 
character of irs economic mode of operation. In that way, Benjamin attempts 
to integrate his own intuitions into a Marxist-inspired critique of ideology. 
But the aesthetic experience does not allow itself to be so directly instru
mentalized by social cri ticism. 

Within the framework of the work on Paris A rcades, Baudelaire's 
l iterary oeuvre is difficult to integrate into the functionalist schema applied 
to other cultural phenomena. Through the phantasmagoria of the flaneur, 
the new, and the always-the-same, i llustrated by such poems as "Le voyage" 
(The voyage), Benjamin attempts to deduce this poetic oeuvre from the 
fetishism of the commodity. The flaneur, the idle man-about-town, becomes 
the model for alienated humanity on the threshold of commodity society: 
still a romantic dreamer, already a cl ient of the future department store, and 
a salesman of his "lived experiences" (Edebnis) in the literary marketplace. 
Under his eyes, the city sti ll presents the idyllic aspects of landscape, and 
his "mode of life still surrounds the approaching desolation of city life with 
a propitiatory luster. The flaneur is still on the threshold, of the city as of 
the bourgeois class" (Reflections, 1 56). 

In conformity with a classical figure of the Marxist thinking of his 
t ime-but already inscribed within his own logic of the "disenchantment 
of art"-Benjamin participates in the masochistic openi.twnoftflelefti"sr--·- -

-urretletrual who aenounces-nis or-fier own auronomy: rhe �·utonomy of art 
arid thought is considered incomp'atible with political commitment ; as a 
result, Benjamin no longer argues in terms of relations of force. Thus, he 
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also seeks to show that the intellectual of the bourgeois era is the complacent 
victim of false consciousness.  This intellectual is convinced of the autonomy 
of his approach ,  even though the only way to escape the mechanisms of 
bourgeois society would be to renounce autonomy and indirectly aim ar 
reconquering ir  through political consciousness . The flaneur's i l lusion is 
that, in his person,  " the intell igentsia pays a vis i t  to the marketplace, 
ostens ibly to look around, yet in reality to find a buyer. In  this intermediate 
phase, in which it sti l l  has patrons but is already beginning to fami liarize 
i tself with the market, i t  appears as bohemianism" (Reflections, 1 56). "Baude
laire's poetry draws i ts strength" (Reflections, 1 5  7) from the pathos of 
rebellion proper to this social mil ieu, where "professional conspi rators " are 
also recruited-an ambiguous group to which the future Napoleon III and 
B lanqui are l inked . But it remains ful ly prisoner to the ambiguity that 
characterizes the productions and social relations of that time. 

The same is true for the notion of novelty. "Au fond de l'inconnu pour 
trouver le Nouveau!" (To the depths of the unknown to find the New!)--Ben
jamin laconically comments on this last l ine of "Le voyage" :  

The last journey of the flaneur: death. Irs destination: the  new . .  
Novelty is a quality independent of the intrinsic value of the commodity. 
I t  is the origin of the illusion inseverable from the images produced by 
the collective unconscious. It is the quintessence of false consciousness, 
whose i ndefatigable agent is fashion. The il lusion of novelty is reflected, 
l ike one mirror in another, in the i llusion of perpetual sameness . . . .  The 
art that begins to doubt its task and ceases to be "inseparable from uti l i ty" 
(Baudelaire) must make novelty its highest value. (Reflections, 1 57 -1 58) 

Down to the smal lest details in Baudelai re's universe of images , Benjamin 
seeks to explain the poet's oeuvre by means of the deterrninism of bourgeois 
society, inasmuch as this poetry pushes to the extreme what i s  i l lusory and 
ideological in the collective unconscious . 

The work on Paris Arcades raises the more general problem of a 
sociology of cultural phenomena. Benjamin embraces an undertaking that 
goes beyond the framework of li terary criticism. His concept of the flaneur 
dissimulates a Marxist theory that questions the supposed autonomy of the 
bourgeois intel lectual ,  just as his concept of a commodi ty i ndissociable from 
the advertis ing slogan of novelty is not revealed as such through an 
interpretation of poetic texts. They are in reali ty applied or brought in from 
the outside, from a preexisting theory. Benjamin is not seeki ng to find in 
Baudelaire an articulated reaction to the phenomena of commodity society; 
he views his poetry as one of the symptomatic manifestations of the fet ishism 
of commodities. Art for art 's sake and i ts extension , " the total artwork, "  are 
reduced to ideological conceptions that, even as they "abstract from the 
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social exis tence of man" (Reflections, 1 58) ,  attempt to " isolate arr from the 
development of technology" (Reflections, 1 5 8). 

l-Ienee the problematic  character of the idea of a d isappearance of art 
i n  favor of technology. Benjamin no longer has any concept of what 
constitutes the value proper to works of art , of what is i nherent in thei r 
imperative for validity, independent of the ideological or utopian function 
they perform in a given social context. Even if the architecture of arcades is 
a function of the commercial ends that turn techn ical i nnovations away from 
their natural tendency, i t  i s  nevertheless not reducible to those ends. 
Furthermore and a fortiori , Baudelai re's oeuvre cannot be viewed as a mere 
epiphenomenon of the fetishism of commodit ies . Unlike archi tecture, 
advertis ing,  bourgeois interiors , and urbanism, this oeuvre i s  i tself a reflec
tion on i ts age and does not l imit  i tself to "expressing"  the age's i llusions 
and phantasmagorias . 

Yet i n  the folders col lected in  preparation for drafting Paris Arcades, 
the folder dedicated to Baudelaire represents four times the volume of the 
largest of the other folders ,  and the book on Baudelai re-origi nally merely 
a chapter of Paris Arcades-tends to absorb the whole projec t .  The work on 
Baudelai re undertaken in 1 93 7-1 938 reveals the impossibi l i ty of deal ing 
i n  the same way with the symptom of the arcades, an archi tect u,ral odd ity 
without the s lightest reflective content ,  and Baudelai re's poetic oeuvre, 
which i ncludes crit ical thinking and a t ruth content ; that is undoubted ly 
one of the reasons that, in  the end, the book on Baudelaire absorbed the 
Paris A rcades project . 

In the 1 93 5  Expose, as in  "The Work of Art " (in which the process of 
rationalization leads to rhe magic of fetishism and to a wordless technology), 
aesthetic value is sacrificed to the functions of adaptation and instrurnental
i ty.34 This reduction is due to the too broad use of the concept of appearance. 
The analysis of t·eification-an extension of the concept of the fetishism of the 
commodity as Lukacs, for example, developed it in History and Class Conscious
ness-and the complementary notion of phantasmagoria (also Marxist in  ori
gin), are superposed in the theory of aeJthetic appearance, whose critique 
Benjamin continued ro develop beginning with his study of romanticism . 
This superimposition of the two concepts of appearance leads to an error, 
i nasmuch as aesthetic appearance cannot be reduced to a false appearance: As 
the essay on Goethe had remarked, it is the normative form in which the work 
of art presents i tself, a fiction that suspends certain pragmatic functions of 
signs. I n  this radical phase of his oeuvre, Benjamin extends the concept of 
phantasmagoria to aesthetic appearance itself. For him, the philosopher's task 
seems to be to wrench humanity away from the dream state into which the 
phantasmagoria of commodity society has plunged ir .  

I n  seeking to place his thi nking in the service of social transformation, 
Benjamin  interprets the confusion of categories consti tutive of fetishism as 
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the dream of a social subject who needs to be reawakened. From antiquity, 
the relation between dream (sleep) and awakening has been a constant theme 
of philosophy: Dream is considered the deceptive and i llusory state of 
subjectivity, and awakening the state of rational l ucidity and the absence of 
i llusion. In the context of the philosophy of the subject, the emancipation 
from i llusion and dream is a duty and a rigorous asceticism.  Benjamin had 
always i nterpreted works of art as both bearing a truth content and as 
masked by a vei l that required a destructive task, in which historical time 
and critical intervention converged. Here he attempts to apply that critical 
method to society as a whole, which, in its state of dream and phantasma
goria, is i n  some sense a work of art that has to be submitted to a process of 
"mortification . "  The destructive work of historical time has been trans� 
formed i nto a dynamic of producrive forces, of technology that, for i ts side, 
tends to efface the mystifying aspect of art in architecture, in urbanism, in 
uti l i tarian objects, and in  interiors . The conception of the "dialectical 
image" is in this sense the sociological transposi tion of a method of l i terary 
criticism. In bringing out the truth content of images , Benjamin  attempts 
to provoke society's awakening .  But he does not real ize that such a thera
peutic approach toward a society in irs entirety presumes too much of the 
forces of a critical subject. 

Benjamin d id not maintain the program formulated in 1 93 5 .  Paris, 
capitale dtt XIXe si'ede3 5-that collection of disparate texts grouped by 
"folder" as i t  i s  read today-is in  fact the construction s i te of three successive 
projects , all of which fai led: ( 1 )  a "dialectical fairy play" that would have 
resembled Einbahnstrasse and certain surreal ist books such as Louis Aragon's 
Le paysan de Paris (The Parisian peasant); (2) a revolutionary theory of the 
end of autonomous art and the decl ine of the aura, a theory i l lustrated by 
the 1 93 5  Expose and "The Work of Art"; and (3) beginning i n  1 936, a 
phi losophical rehabi l i tation of the aura and the beautiful as conditions for 
a l ife and an art worthy of the name, where mass art is not up to the task of 
compensating for its d isappearance. This last conception is i llustrated in 
"The Storyteller" and "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire. " We find elements 
of these three approaches in almost every one of the folders that make up 
the Paris Arcades project. 

There is, therefore, no single perspective in this labyrinth. The work 
probably could not have been finished except in the l iterary form of the first 
project, which would have dealt with the surrealist discoveries related to 
the shock provoked by obsolete objects, the pathologies of space for the 
flaneur and of t ime for the gambler, the n ineteenth century as a hell  of 
immanence comparable to the baroque universe. The other two projects are 
problematic for complementary reasons . The second abstracts away from 
the i ntrinsic value of artistic (or philosophical) phenomena by subord inating 
them to two types of more powerful i nterests : economic interests l inked to 
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collective phantasmagoria and revolutionary interests emancipated from 
aesthetic appearance and phantasmagoria. The third project , which reintro
duces aesthetic logic, nevertheless attempts to reconcile it with the func
tionalism of the second project. During this phase, Pat·is A rcades was in fact 
transformed into a book on Baudelaire. The decline of the aura became the 
expl icit theme of Baudelaire's poetry, which, as an oeuvre, preserves an 
element of aura, the element of aesthetic value, through the poetic authen
ticity of negation. 

It is primari ly in the second project that the emancipation of technol
ogy in relation to art is the central theme. At that time, Benjamin was 
seeking to improve on Brecht by requi ring a change of function for the 
artist. "The Work of Art" assigns to cinema the task of abolishing the gulf 
between creators and receivers : Both can demand to be filmed and can judge, 
as experts , the quali ty of a film. l-Ienee, "The Author as Producer" redefines 
the task of the writer: It is not to tame but, rather, to transform the 
"productive apparatus " (Reflections, 230). To transform it is to "overthrow 
another of the barriers ,  to transcend another of the antitheses that fetter the 
production of intellectuals" (Reflections, 230). Hence, "what we require of 
the photographer is the abil ity to give his picture the caption that wrenches 
it from modish commerce and gives it a revolutionary use value" (Reflections, 
2 30, translation siightly modified). Among the barriers that need to be 
overthrown ,  the most important is that of exclusive competence: "The 
conventional distinction between author and public, which is upheld in the 
bourgeois press , begins in the Soviet press to disappear. For the reader is at 
all times ready to become a writer, that is, a describer, but also a prescriber. 
As an expert-even if not on a subject but only on the post he occupies-he 
gains access to authorship" (Reflections, 225  ). 

To transform the apparatus of production is to devote all one's attention 
to the technology of the media used . According to Benjamin, who here 
becomes the spokesperson for Brecht,  the writer must become an "engineer" 
(Reflections, 2 37). Not to transform the means of production is to "tame" 
them and maintain their routine. To transform them is to teach something 
to the public and to other technicians : "An author who teaches writers 
nothing teaches no one" (Reflections, 2 3 3). The contemporary writer, who 
cannot compete with film or radio, must attempt to use them and to learn 
from them. "This debate," writes Benjamin, "the epic theater has made its 
own affair" (Reflections, 2 3 5) .  It has done so by adopting the montage 
procedure characteristic of film .  The songs that interrupt the action of the 
play "constantly counterac[t} an i llusion in the audience. For such i l lusion 
is a hindrance to a theater that proposes to make use of elements of reali ty 
i n  experimental rearrangements" (Reflections, 23 5) .  The audience is called 
upon to adopt vis-a-vis real society the distanced and critical attitude that 
the actors and playwright adopt vis-a-vis the play. 
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Benjamin deals with li terary techniques as an equivalent of labor 
within the framework of relations of production:  

Rather than ask, "What is  the attit11de of a work to the relations of 
production of i ts time?'' I should l ike to ask ,  "What is i ts position i n  
them?"  This question directly concerns the function the work has within 
rhe l iterary relations of production of its time. It is concerned , i n  other 
words, directly wi th the l iterary technique of works. (Reflections, 2 22)  

Although l i terature is  invi ted to  draw i nspiration from cinematic 
techniques, which,  however, i t  can never rival , i t  is  manifestly cinema that, 
for contemporary production, has the canonical aesthetic value. In Ben
jamin's view, film is the form of art that best corresponds to the role of 
technology in modern society. He is convinced that the status of technology 
has been reversed over the course of h istory. Another innovative aspect of 
cinema is that it escapes the traditional criterion of eternity, inasmuch as i t  
possesses a quali ty opposed to  the defi nitive character of  sculpture, namely, 
perfectibi l i ty: "A completed film is nothing less than a creation i n  a s ingle 
spurt; it is  composed of a succession of images which the editor must  choose 
among-images that from the first to the last shot have been retouched at 
wi l l "  (G.S. , 1 :446). 

This choice on the part of the editor establishes the d ifferen t  shots i n  
a hierarchy that makes the selected version that which has best passed the 
test of the apparatus. Once more, Benjamin thinks he can el iminate any 
aesthetic cri terion in the tradit ional sense, as if the edi tor's choice is  a purely 
technical performance: "The camera di rector . . .  occupies a place identical 
with that of the examiner during aptitude tests" (Illuminations, 246) .  
Benjamin forgets that the writer and the composer-and even the pai nter 
who chooses among his sketches for some element of the painting, or who 
paints "pentimenti "-have long worked toward "rnontage" based on aes
thetic cri teria, whose importance in the case of fi lm he misunderstands. 

In making film the distinguishing art form for t he aesthetics of 
modernity, Benjamin inaugurates a type of reasoning that makes a fetish of 
the most advanced technology, independent of the significance of works of 
art . According to that reasoning, we would today have to give priority, a 
priori as i t  were, to computer art or electronic images,  whatever the 
importance of the productions real ized through these technologies. Such a 
valorization is not justified , since the "forces of production" are not aestheti
cally revolutionary except inasmuch as they set in place a potential for 
experience, cri ticism, and revelation. It is t rue that the use of the most 
advanced technologies has always been a determi ning factor for artists ,  but 
it has never sufficed in i tself to guarantee the quality of a work of art . 

Finally, j ust as Brecht's epic theater goes against the audience's i l lusion, 
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Benjamin thinks that c inematic technique manhandles the category of 
aesthetic appearance, this time within the art istic performance i tself. In the 
second version of the German text of "The Work ofArt ,"  Benjamin defines 
appearance as the magical aspect of mimesis, to which he opposes the ludic 
aspect ,  which is l inked to the second phase of technology. 

What goes hand in hand with the destruction of appearance, with the 
decl ine of the aura in works of art, is a formidable gain in the possibil i ties 
of play. The broadest possibi l i ty of play has been opened in film. In i t ,  
the element of appearance has been total ly effaced in favor of  the element 
of p lay. (G.S. , 7 : 369 n. 1 0) 

He does not see that, independent of the genesis of cinematic images--in 
which artifice, t ricks, and manipulation play an important role-the com
pleted fi lm presents a more convincing i l lusion of reality than does any other 
art form. That is a conclusion he should have drawn from his own observa
t ions: 

Its i l lus ionary nature is that of the second degree, the result  of cu�t ing .  
That i s  t o  say, i n  the studio the mechanical equipment has penetrated s o  
deeply into reality that i ts pure aspecr freed from the foreign substance 
of equipment .is the result of a special procedure, namely, the shooting 
by the specially adjusted camera and the mounting of the shot roger her 
with other s imi lar ones . The equipment-free aspect of reality has become 
the height of artifice; the sight of im med iate reality has become an orchid 
in the land of technology. (11/llminations, 2 3 3 )  

Benjamin attempts to show that, contrary to  what happens at  the 
theater, where, on principle, one " is well aware of the place from which the 
play cannot immediately be detected as i llusionary" (Illuminations, 2 33) ,  
"[t}here i s  no such place for the movie scene that is being shot" (Illuminations, 
322) .  But,  unlike what happens in classical theater, where l ighting and 
setting mask the s tage as much as possible , film does not need to hide from 
the absent audience the equipment that surrounds the sound stage as the 
film is being made; the result of the final ed it ing merely offers a more 
comple�e i llusion , which i n  no way breaks with the tradi tion of the 
"beautiful appearance . "  The fact that this result is  obtained in a situation 
in which "the mechanical equipment has penetrated so deeply into real i ty" 
(Illuminations, 233 )  changes nothing. In  fact, painti ng,  contrary to what 
Benjamin thinks, is just  as capable as film of setting out the genesis of the 
i l lusion by exposing the process of production. In a very tradi tional manner, 
Benjamin again asserts that "one is enti tled to ask from a work of art" a 
reality whose aspect is "free of all equipment" (Illuminations, 2 34). Unl ike 
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the cinema of the time, painting had long since begun to break with this 
dogma and was, in fact, ahead of cinema. 

In a minor text of 1 936, "Pariser Brief II. Malerei und Photographie," 
(Paris ian letter II: Painting and photography; G.S. ,  3 :495-507), Benjamin 
rehabil itates painting,  for which "The Work of Art" had left little future, 
by discovering in it a "usefulness," a political function. On the one hand, 
painting seems to be parasitical on photography, whose value as witness 
appeared most important to Benjamin at the time. In fact, if painters such 
as John Heartfield became photographers for political reasons, "the same 
generation has produced painters such as George Grosz or Otto Dix, whose 
work moves in the same d irection ."  And Benjamin adds, "Painting has not 
lost its function" (G.S. , 3 : 506). He is speaking of caricature or of painting 
used to the same ends of denunciation as Heartfield's photomontage. 
Among the great caricaturists , such as Hieronymus Bosch,  William 
Hogarth, Francisco Goya, and Honore Daumier, Benjamin writes, "political 
knowledge" has profoundly permeated "physiognomic perception" (G.S. , 
3 : 506). From this same point of view, he defends not only painting with a 
polit ical subject but also nonrealist painting,  whose effect is "destructive, 
purifying" in a Europe threatened by fascism, where there are countries that 
forbid rhese_painters from painting .  "What led to this prohibition," explains 
Benjamin, "was rarely the subject, but most often thei r manner of painting" 
(G.S. , 3 : 507) .  These painters paint at night with the ir  windows covered. 

They rarely experience any temptation to paint "after nature." In fact, 
the pal l id landscapes of their paintings, peopled with shadows or mon
sters, are not borrowed from nature but from the class State . . . .  [These 
painters} know what is useful in an image today: any sign, public or 
secret, showing thar fascism has encountered in  man l imits as i nsur
mountable as those it encountered on the earthly g lobe. (G.S. , 3 :507) 

This text, though less dogmat ic than "The Work of Art,"  does not move 
away from it in any fundamental way but submits all j udgment on art to 
political criteria. The Manichaean s i tuat ion, in a context in which Ben
j amin-true to the Marxist doctrine of the era-judges that liberalism is 
only an inconsistent fascism (G.S. , 3 :496, 5 07),  seems to j ustify a theory of 
art that places any consideration of aesthetic value to the account of the 
phantasmagoria of bourgeois society. 

In 1 936, a few months after he had drafted the first version of "The 
Work of Art," he thus reached a second turning point , relatively less brutal 
than the one that had led him from his first  aesthetics to that of political 
commitment but that would nevertheless lead him to defend theses dialec
tically opposed to those that made up the radicality of "The Work of Art." 
The sacrifice of the aura--of that traditional substance of works of art in 
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whose name he had conceived h is philosophy oflanguage-was meaningless 
unless politics, all ied with the most innovative technology, saved the essence 
of the "theological " intention. Several factors seem to have convinced Ben
j amin in 1 936  to abandon the radical idea of the "l iquidation of the aura. " 
It was not a change in  pol i tical att i tude-he continued to write texts that 
were j us t  as committed .  What changed was h is confidence both in the 
dynamic of technology and in the solidity of the political forces whose cause 
he had defended . I n  fact, the reservations and objections formulated both 
by Scholem and by Adorno regarding the 1 93 5 essays seem this time to 
have left their mark. We might argue that it was not a real change in his 
thinking, i nasmuch as he wrote, practically at rhe same time, his essay on 
Kafka and "The Author as Producer. " But the essay on Kafka contains 
nothing that contradicts the radical theses of"The Work of Art . "  In contrast, 
the texts written as of 1 936  frequently present ideas that are no longer 
compat ible with the critique of rhe aura as it  was developed i n  "The Work 
of Art . "  We must therefore admit that a change had intervened i n  Ben
jamin's thinking at the beginning of 1 936. 

Among the arguments that could be opposed to this thes is ,  at first  
glance the most difficult to refute is  the argument that underscores the fact 
that Benjamin continued until l 938 to elaborate different versions of "The 
Work of Art ."  But we can i nterpret this as simply an effort to have the essay 
publ ished in German; in fact, during Benjamin's lifetime, only a French 
translat ion was published, i n  the review for the Institut de Recherche Sociale 
(Insti tute of social research). Moreover, the modificarions Benjamin made 
in the essay, j ust  before he d rafted "The Storyteller" in March-April 1 936, 
concern i n  particular two central concepts of the essay: that of the masses 
and that of technology. Although the revisions do not entail any cri tical 
inquiry i nto the value of technical reproduction, a d ifferentiation is made 
that i nd icates a certain embarrassment. Benjamin had justified the liquida
tion of the aura through the legitimate imperative of the modern masses. Yet 
a note to the second version of "The Work of Art" relativizes this concept 
by asserting that the proletariat, whose cohesion is grounded i n  an explici t 
solidarity, tends to suppress the existence of the masses (G.S. , 7 :370). As for 
technology, the second German version, l ike the French version, differentiates 
between a first and a second phase of technology: 

[T]he first engages man as much as possible, the second as little as 
possible. The exploit of the first, if we dare say so, is human sacrifice, 
that of the second would be announced in the pilotless airplane guided 
from a d istance by Hertzian waves . . . .  Art is in solidarity with the first 
and with the second technology. [The first technology] truly aimed at 
the subjugation of nature-the second much more at a harmony of nature 
and humanity. The decisive social function of current art consists in 
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in itiating humanity into this "harmonian" game. That is especially the 
case for film. (G.S. � 1 :7 1 6-7 1 7) 

These reflections subvert the first version of the essay; in  fact, they virtually 
invert i ts values . They tend to change the relation between the aura, which 
is in  solidarity with the "first technology" through i ts magical character, 
and technical reproduct ion, which is in solidari ty with the "second. "  With 
this hypothesis, it  could no longer be a question either of an alienating effect 
of cinematic technique as such-and thus of a "productive force of alienated 
man"-or of a destructive effect on a trad ition thus placed in  peril .  In an 
experimental and speculative manner, Benjamin is led to give to the 
concepts of the masses and of technology a more differentiated meaning, 
before retracting them altogether in "The Storyteller" and in the essays on 
Baudelaire, in which the masses and technical reproduction appear only in  
a negative and destructive l ight. 

* 

3 .  Th e Pr i c e  of Mode rn i ty 
I n  Benjamin 's "third aesthetic,"  art is no longer an immediate instrument 
of the revolution. But Benjamin also does not return to an aesthetics of the 
sublime. What appeared only by way of contrast in the first chapters of"The 
Work of Art , "  the decli ne of the aura that traditionally surrounded artistic 
phenomena, now becomes the object of a reevaluation. Benjamin i nquires 
into the price to be paid for arriving at moderni ty. In the 1 9 3 5  essay, the 
loss of tradit ional experience could be compensated for by a new collective 
experience symbolized by cinema. I n  what was to be the last period of his 
oeuvre, Benjamin doubts this possibili ty, seeing no analogous compensation 
in the fields of storytelli ng or lyric poetry. 

Nothing has fundamentally changed in  Benjamin's orientation toward 
an aesthetic of "truth. " Fai thful to a phi losophy of art in the Kantian 
tradit ion developed by the romantics-Friedrich Schel l ing and l-Iegel-he 
remains opposed to the "subjective" tendency issuing from a Kantian 
aesthetics. Such an aesthetics of taste , appropriate for the analysis of the 
pleasure experienced in seeing a flower or ornamentation, does not allow for 
the realization of the s ignificance and importance of a work of art-its 
historical s takes and i ts depth, dimensions that are not a matter of i ndiffer
ence for aesthetic judgment.  Benjamin embraces rhe other s ide of the 



3 .  Th e P r t' c e  of M o d e r n i t)' 1 8 1  

Kantian aesthetics ,  which sees in beauty parr of the thing i n  i tself, i nacces
s ible to d iscursive knowledge . 

In a mystical definition , the last essay on Baudelaire defines the 
beautiful as the representation of the object of experience i n  the state of 
"resemblance . "  Such an objectivism , which neutral izes aesthetic j udgment, 
cannot be said to be any more defens ible. Nonetheless, Benjamin 's analyses 
remain i nstructive in their penetration into what is at stake i n  art . W hen 
we discuss works of art , we do not l imit ourselves to observations about 
"purely aesthetic" qual i t ies .  The artistic form has existential, cognitive, 
eth ical, and political dimensions , all the more so si nce they stem from the 
formal coherence of the work of art itself and not from i ts explic i t  "message. "  
Even though h e  confuses the levels o f  aesthetics and cri ticism ,  Benjamin 
shows in an exemplary fashion how a work of art can determine the 
i nterpretations of our ind ividual l ives and our era. 

C.HIL DHO O D  A ND MEMO R Y  

From just  before h is  departure from Germany and for almost rhe enti re 
duration of his exile ,  unt i l 1 938-beginning with his first stay on the island 
of Ibiza in 1 932 ,  a period of his l ife that was marked by personal and 
economic difficulties that led h im to seriously contemplate suicide, then in 
Berl in and in the di fferent s ires of his exile-Benjamin was working on 
numerous versions of Berliner Kindheit (A Berlin childhood). He publ ished 
fragments of it i n  different journals and magazi nes . Written for the most 
parr in  the interval between the essays on Kraus and Kafka, Berliner Kindheit 
ini t iates the pre1�onderance of memory i n  rhe last period of his  oeuvre, a 
shi ft from the political strategy that dominated his second period . This 
collection of exemplary memories is constructed in  the gap between the 
dream of the nineteenth century--which did not end i n  1 900-and the 
awakening represented by the entry i nto the twentieth. With an irony 
marked by nostalgia, Benjamin undertakes this work of memory, rnore 
Proust ian thari.sur-r��list, regard ing his experience of Berl in .  

As he wri tes i n  the foreword to the  last version, recent ly rediscovered 
i n  Paris,  "I hope these images at least make readers feel how much this wri ter 
has been deprived of the securi ty that surrounded him in childhood" (G.S. , 
7 : 385 ) . In  1 932 ,  he began to write his "Berl in Chronicle" to "vaccinate" 
h imself in advance against the hornes ickness that exiles experience: "] ust as 
the vacci ne should not overtake the healthy body, the feel ing of homesick
ness was not about to overtake my m i nd .  I attempted to l imit  i t  by becoming 
conscious of the i rremediable loss of the pasr, due not to biographical 
contingencies but to social necessi ties"  (G.S. , 7 : 38 5) .  Benjami n  u ndertakes 
to seize "images by means of which the experience of the big c i ty is i mprinted 
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i n  a child of the bourgeoisie" (G.S. , 7 : 38 5) .  He thus attempts to found a 
genre of the big city to correspond to one that had long existed for the 
experience of nature. 

Berliner Kindheit has yet to render up i ts secrets . 1 It is dear, i n  any case, 
that we learn l ittle from i t-or that we learn only indirectly-about Berlin 
and much about the experience of the child who l ived there during a historic 
epoch that had already become antiquated for the adult .  The i rony i n  the 
text s�gnals the distance b��w-��n the miQQ_� � prisoner of the pa�l":, J!Od_the
consciousness that recO"��tructs that vision of the past. It is a vision of objects 
ana-places that are too grand, around which mythologies of childhood and 
of an age that is  i tself childish-like a fairy tale-are crystall ized. 

Under the original tide "A Berlin Chronicle," Benjamin assembled 
what is, first of all, a series of autobiographical texts . The final form, Berliner 
Kindheit, retains only the exemplary topography of a chi ldhood spent i n  a 
city such as Berl in :  "A kind of rete-a-tete between a child and the c ity of 
Berl in around 1 900" (G.S. , 4 :964). Having abandoned the task of compos
ing a "dialectical fairy tale" on the arcades-a project that "permitted no 
di rect figuration-unless it  be an inadmissable 'poetic' one" (Correspondence, 
506-507,  letter of 1 6  August 1 935 ), Benjamin felt free to give to the 
mythological aspect of the modern city the form of a series of childhood 
memones. 

Two fragments from Paris Arcades suggest its phi losophical back
ground. Benjami?'s desire for a disenchanted and lucid vision is  ahvy.ys 
contradicreaoy-nis - fear of seeing -the world reduced - ro--absrracr-�-�Iins. _t-re 
cannot do without ei ther myth or disencha._n�m¢Ji,t, the arcfiaic-·:dre�ffi·'-or 
a-child's a�areness or the awakeiii�g_ Q{t)�� a:<Julfs �c-�� m�!P�ry. Berliner 
-
Kinahelt"!s -a- -suoi:Ie -pl�y o� - �l lusion, forgetting, faltering aware�ess , and 
i__nvgluntary mell1ory, t��--Q_���sion for a lu({d aeciphe�i-ng -�(���-��mulated 
images�enf�m-�-n �nd�rscores th�-1mp�rr-ance 'of c-hi ldhood for-the syiT;b-olic 
�ppropriarion of technical innovations : "Every childhood achiev:�� _ _ SQfl}e
thing great, i rreplaceable for mankind . Througl1 irs inreres;- in techni_c::fll 
phenomena,  i ts curio�ity about all kiq9s of d!scovedes and machinery, every 
childhood t ies technological achi�vell?ef!! to the qld $Y}Itpq_E�grid�:::�.E;N" 
2a, r� p. 49). A complementary fragment indicates, in  contrast, that the 
mythic aspect of the recent past is linked to a particular lack in modern 
society: "The prehistoric impulse to the past-this, too, at once a conse
quence and a precondi tion of technology-is no longer hidden, as it once 
was, by the tradition of church and family. The old prehistoric dread already 
envelops the world of our parents, bec��se we are no longer bound to it by 
tradi tion" ("N" 2a, 2, p. 49). 

Among the texts of Berliner Kindheit, "Das Telephon" (The telephone) 
i llustrates this relation to technology. A mythical object as in Proust, the 
recently introduced telephone sows terror in the apartment by d isturbing 
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not only the parents' nap "bur also the era of the history of the world in  the 
middle of which they were taking that nap" (G.S. , 4 :243) .  "The voice 
talking there" has the omnipotence of myth: 

There was nothing to attenuate the strange and troubling violence with 
which it gripped me. I suffered , powerless, as it  wrenched from me the 
respect for time, duty, and resolutions, negated my own reflection, and, 
just as the medium obeys the voice of the beyond that seizes her, I gave 
in  to the first  proposal that came to me over the telephone. (G.S. , 4:243) 

"For the first time" is one of the most common exrressions in  Berliner 
Kindheit. In "Tiergarten," the first of his "prose poems,"  Benjamin calls the 
writer Franz Hessel "one acquainted with the land ,"  the "Berlin peasant" 
who had i nitiated him into the secrets of the city: "The little stai rways , the 
vestibules supported by columns, the friezes , the architraves of the villas 
near the Tiergarten-for the first time, we took them at their word" (G.S. , 
4 :238) .  This "first  time" is that of adults who have gone off to discover the 
past. I t  hides a more d istant origin: the inaccessible origin of repeated 
gestures that are buried i n  our bodies. Hence, most of the "first t imes" 
designate primit ive experiences : I can "dream as I once learned to walk. But 
i t  is of no use to me. Now I know how to walk; I can no longer learn how" 
(G.S. , 4 :267). "The first closet that opened when I wanted it  to" (G.S. , 
4 : 283) was one of the primitive victories over the malice of things, from 
which we draw al l  our self-assurance; the "first telephone calls" are archaic 
memories rhat go bac;k ro rhe mythical eras of chi ldhood, an unprecedented 
reality irrupting in  the space of humanity's experience. In the face of such 
a break with tradition, reason falters ,  and an actual apprenticeship is 
required to reintegrate that myth into the symbolic space. 

"The first time" is also one of Benjamin's constant questions in his 
writings in  Paris Arcades. Whether in  the life of the individual or that of 
humanity, Benjamin is  always watching for the inaugural moment of a form 
that wil l  define the age: "The construction of the arcades is the advent  of 
bui lding in i ron" (Reflections, 147); " in i ron, an artificial bui lding material 
makes its appearance for the first time in the h istory of architecture (since 
Rome]" (Reflections, 147 ,  bracketed words not in English edi tion); Edgar 
Allan Poe is "the first physiognomist of the i nterior" (Reflections, 1 5 6). These 
questions of "origin" are l inked to Benjamin's philosophy of language and 
his philosqphy_ofhistory.3 As the "unavoidable encounter between tli�j 
and i ts ref.eren�, as attested to even now in poetic language,"4 the origin 
represents forhim the moment just before the imprint  of creation is forever 
dissociated from irs object and the sign becomes arbitrary. It is the crucial 
moment toward which Benjamin's thought is continually attracted , as by 
a magnet. 
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Benjamin 's writ ing is an incessant effort to restore the power of these 
origi ns through translat ion, cri ticism , and historical memory. Without such 
efforts, v ital resources for humanity are in danger of being lost forever. But 
the "origin,"  "although an enti rely h istorical category" (Origin, 45 ), is not 
to be confused with genesis. The origin, always i ncompi�te and , because of 
this ,  always in quest of its completion, is reproduced throughout history: 
"There takes place in every original phenomenon a determinat ion of the 
form in which an idea wil l  constantly confront the historical world, unti l i r  
is revealed fulfi lled, in the total i ty of  i ts history" _(Origin, 45-46). This was 
also true during Benjamin's "materialist" period. Technology and i nven
tions have their precursors: The arcade, heir to the archway and the heated 
pavi lion, anticipates the department star� j ust  as, before c inema, there 
existed "photo booklets �1rh pictures which fli tted by the looker upon 
pressure of the thumb, thus portraying a boxing bout or a tennis match" 
(llltJminations, 249 n. 1 7 ;  cf. G.S. , 4 : 304). It is always an authentic aspiration 
that is reproduced as an origin, an aspi ration to happiness associated with 
knowledge but deflected from i ts finality by particular social i nterests that 
transform it into a phantasmagoria. Rediscovered childhood , the inaugural 
moment when !in authentic experience is formed, is a source of happiness:· 
"With the joy of remei-TI.be�i-;}g : ·:- �-anotner- ls-Tused:---tharof-possession 1n 
memory. Today I can no longer d istinguish them" (Reflections, 57) .  Berliner 
Kindheit proposes an archetypal image of that renewed origin, the !.!!!�g� in 
which chi ldhood , the fai ry tale, and the phi losophy of h istory i ntersect. 
Hence the image of the child in the pantry :  

Grateful and wild as a girl taken from her  parents '  house, the strawberry 
jam allowed i tself to be taken without bread and by starl ight as it  were . 
. . . The hand , a youthful Don Juan, had soon penetrated into all the 
nooks and crannies , beh ind the collaps ing pi les and the fal l ing heaps of 
things; a virginity renewed without complaint .  (G.S. , 4 : 2 50) 

The return to the origin, as Proust experienced it ,  is barred by all kinds 
of impediments that make of Berl in around 1 900 a well -guarded safe. The 
obsessive force of places, of topographies , lies precisely in the fact that the 
past i s  closed off. One night, Benjamin's father came to his son's bedside to 
tell him of the death of a distant relative. 

My father gave the news with derails, took the opportunity to explain ,  
in  answer t o  m y  question, what a heart attack was, and was communi
cat ive . I did not rake in  much of the explanation. But that evening I must  
have memorized my room and my bed , as one observes exactly a place 
where one feels dimly that one will later have to search for something 
one has forgotten there. (Reflections. 60) 
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Years later, Benjamin  would learn what his father had h idden from h i m :  
H i s  cous in  had d ied o f  syphi l is . This may b e  one explanation for the  
numerous descriptions of places . Benjamin  retained their i mage because 
he later had to look for something forgotten or deformed there , l ike the 
names from childhood that are enriched by m isunderstandi ngs : " Mum
rnerehlen , "  "Mark-Thalle , "  "Blume-zoof, "  "Brauhausberg ,"  the "Anhal
ter" station,  etc . ,  whose prosaic sense escaped the ch i ld .  Like the obj ects 
whose use escapes him and the i ncomprehensible stories told h im to 
conceal the truth , these names stand out for the powerless chi ld and confer 
a mythol�gical real i ty on yvhat they dt;_signate� -B-u·r-rharo5scu�1ry 2t�e--r� 

... poweries.sness -�leTorm·s···r;rosaic· ���ii�.Y� · ;���c�f�-�� i r  poetic ,  and �--· tf!_c;��m e  
t ime,  reveals a tru th .  The eyes and -�-r� of the chifd�-{"i;:-�aking rea l i ty 
strange for h im,  also reveal what is t ru ly  strange about reali ty. B�pj_a_ff! i_n 
turns the romantic theme of chi ldhoo� _ _  }_�l __ tg_ -�---iD.�f-�um�_!'!!_.9.i.l?_9etic 
1_1)� legge .  

The Benjamin ian child adds a subvers ive, transgressive quali ty to  the 
romantic myth of childhood , foregrounded by the near nonexistence of the 
parents . He continually t ries to escape the bourgeois apartment or the 
despised school in order to discover forbidden worlds. In  "A Berl in  Chron
icle, " Benjamin writes , "I never slept on the street in Berl in .  I saw sunset 
and dawn, but between the two I found myself a shelter. Only those for 
whom poverty or vice turns the city i nto a landscape in  which they stray 
from dark till  sunrise know it in a way denied to me" (Reflection.r, 27) .  In h is  
childhood in  Berli n ,  Ben jamin was a "prisoner" to the new and old "West 
End . "  "At that r ime, my clan lived in-rnose-rwo -neighborhoods with an 
atti tude where stubbornness and pride were combined and which made of 
them a ghetto, which they considered a fief. I remained enclosed in  that 
neighborhood of the propertied classes wi thout knowing any other" (G.S. , 
4 :287) .  Misery and vice , poverty and sexual i ty, such are the two cursed 
regions--in Berlin perhaps more than elsewhere, because of their threaten
ing proximity. Sexuali ty is here associated with savage animali ty, to such an 
extent that the young Benjamin-who encounters his ownpassante--refuses 
to see what he most desi res (Reflections, 4). Running errands with his mother, 
he remains obstinately a hal f-step behi nd " in the stubborn refusal . . .  to 
form a united front, be i t  even with my own mother" (Reflections, 1 1 ) . When 
his mother chastises him for his "dreamy recalci trance" (Reflections, 4), he 
obscurely glimpses 

[ the possibil i ty of one day escaping her custody through the complicity 
of these streets in which I could nor find my way.] There is no doubt, at 
any rate, that a feeling of cross ing the threshold of one's class for the first 
t ime had a part in the almost unequaled fascinat ion of publicly accosting 
a whore in the street . [But things could go on for hours before I reached 
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that point.} (Reflections, 1 1 ;  G.S. , 4 :288;  bracketed passages not in  
English version) 

In the same spirit, the young Benjamin fled the constraints of religious 
ceremonies. A passage (which Scholem, shocked no doubt, advised him to 
suppress, and which he d id suppress in the later versions) evokes the "first 
stirring of my sexual urge" (Reflections, 5 2) one day of the Jewish N·ew Year, 
when he went to find a d istant relative to accompany him to the synagogue. 
Benjamin got lost and, on a sudden, transgressive impulse, sensed for the 
first t ime the services the street could render to adult desires (Reflections, 
5 2-5 3). 

The limit  of the bourgeois apartment in  Berlin i s  the loggia that 
overlooks the courtyard . With the loggia "the home of the Berliner has i ts 
border. Berli n-the god of the city i tself--begins there" (G.S. , 4 :295) .  In 
the courtyard, the convalescent child l istens to 

the ebb of the carpet bearing that came in ar the window with the moist 
air on rainy days and engraved itself more indelibly in the child's memory 
than the voice of the beloved in that of the man , the carpet beating that 
was the language of the nether world , of servant girls, the real grownups. 
(Reflections, 44) 

Benjamin is  convinced that the caryatids of the loggia, on which the loggia 
of the floor above is supported, had sung to him in h is cradle. It is i n  the 
air of the courtyards, he thinks,  in this text he considers a self-portrai t ,  
"where bathe the images and allegories that reign in my thoughts l ike the 
caryatids of the loggias in the courtyards ofBerl in's West End" (G.S. ,  4 :294). 
Here, he is applying a concept from his mimetic theory of language to his 
childhood. I t  is within this framework of the city of Berl in that he begins 
both to read the signs of the world and to be read by an environment that 
he has begun to resemble and to which he is obliged to give the greater part 
of his being and his gifts . Discovering colors, he is "metamorphosed" (G.S. , 
4 :262-263): l-Ie becomes a soap bubble, a wet cloud i n  a watercolor 
painting, the silvery paper around a piece of chocolate. His "superior sense" 
of images is nourished on that source. 

If he fai led in his l i fe,  it was, he believed, not only because of the 
circumstances but also because he had forgotten an essential part of his 
experience, which is then picked up by the mythic figure of the " li tt le 
hunchback. "  In the essay on Kafka, written a few months after the fragment 
in Berliner Kindheit entitled "The Little H unchback," this invisible being is 
evoked as a character from a fai ry tale, "the core of folk  tradi tion, the German 
as well as the Jewish" (Illuminations, 1 34), rwo peoples whom Benjamin, in 
1 934, refuses to grant a definitive divorce. Scholem sees in this nothing less 
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than an immense h istorical error; the years that followed proved him right, 
at least for their generation, which tragically paid the price for i t. "The l ittle 
man," writes Benjamin regarding the little hunchback, " is at home i n  
distorted life" (Illuminations, 1 34). The burden he bears i s  that o f  forgetti ng ;  
i t  will be  lifted only a t  the messianic end of  history. But this end cannot be 
reached without human efforts of memory, the rescuing of the stifled 
virtuali ties of the past .  The work of memory undertaken by Benjamin goes 
against the automatic movement of h istory, which ,  through the force of 
forgetting and repression, accumulates catastrophes in the lives of individu
als and capital cities and i n  the l ife of humanity as a whole. Forgetful of i ts 
origins ,  humanity loses its presence of mind and ini tiative, submitt ing to 
the events from that time on. Such was also the case for Benjamin, as he 
depicts himself in Bediner Kindheit. When he sees the l ittl e  hunchback 
appear, the harbinger of forgetting, he has "only to consider the damage" 
(G.S. , 4 : 303).  

This metaphor of "bad luck" (poisse), of the individual "curse" (guigne), 
refers to the destiny of an entire generation, whose only surviving image " is  
that of a vanquished generation" ("Theses on the Philosophy of Flistory," 
E.F. ,  345 ;  not in  English edition). What had to be excluded from the 
sociological project of Paris Arcades, the "inadmissible poetic" aspect (Cor
respondence, 506-507) or the evocation of experience, was thus reserved for 
Berliner Kindheit: "The U r-history of the nineteenth century reflected in  the 
vision of the child playing on i ts doorstep has a totally different countenance 
than that of the signs, that they engrave on the map of history" (Correspon
dence, 5 07). This l iterary preserve is one sign that Benjamin was never able 
to commit himself totally to the radicali ty of the theoretica.l pt,"Qjt:c.r rh_a.t 
defined the second period of his thinking: the "emancipation from the yoke 
of art . '; · 

. . . -
·-- ---------------··----- ---·-····-------·-----·--- --------····· 

THE END O F  THE A R T  O F  S TO R Y TE L L ING 

A few months after finishing "The Work of  Art , "  Benjamin formulated a 
clear relation not only of complementarity but of contradictory tension 
between that essay and HThe Storyteller. " On 3 May 1 936,  in a letter to 
Scholem in  which he speaks of "The Work of Art," he suggests that this 
text has not exhausted his ideas on mechanical reproduction: "I will attempt 
a companion piece to it  as soon as I return to this subject" (CorreJpondence, 
528). The term "companion piece" might lead us to think that Benjamin 
was free from the beginning to adopt 0ne or the other posi tion . And indeed, 
wi th the two poles of the conceptual dual ity remaining constant, the scales 
t ipped now to one side, now to the other, according to the state of his 
reflection . In June 1 936,  when he sent Scholem the French text of "The 
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Work of Art , "  Benjamin announced that he had just finished "another, not 
quite so voluminous manuscript . . .  which you would probably find far 
more agreeable. "5 This was "The Storyteller. " The fact that Scholem would 
find it "more agreeable" indicates a shift in Benjamin 's thinking. In a letter 
to Adorno of 4 June 1 936, Benjamin explains: "I recently wrote a piece on 
Nicolas Leskov which, without in any way claiming to have the scope of the 
piece on art theory, presents a few parallels with the 'decline of the a.:_t!_��� 
through the fact that the art of srory�elling i s  reaching i ts end" (G.S. , 
2 : 1 277). 

- -

The parallels i n  question involve the conceptual couple_�!-lra/mechani
cal repr().<:i"LI<::!i2.1!· But this t ime, Benjamin finds no advantage in  t�t; decline 
_gf -�he�11ra_. __ Of course, he had written notes Tor the drafti�1g �-wrlie 
Storyteller" that leaned in  the direction of "The Work of Art"; these notes 
rejected any nostalg ic lament regarding __ the loss of the art of_s_ro_r_Y-tell!_�g 
�ng asserted the legiti_fi!acy ()f the most modern forms of narrative l i tera
ture-the "'"n-ew- inexacti t�de" and �he slang that had appeaE�c!Jll_j_ames 
Joyce's Ulysses (G.S. , 2 : 1 282-1 286). But these notes found no place i n  the 
essay i tself; Benjamin thus deliberately excluded them from the publ ished 
text. 

"The Storyteller" opens a new period in Benjamin's thinking :  With the 
acquisi t ion of a sociological interpretation of art, i t  both l inks i tself to the 
apocalyptic vision of history proper to The Origin of German Tragic Drama 
and revises the verdict on the aura and beauty. We find elements of this new 
mode of thinking i n  the essays on Kraus and Kafka, bu� in those essays the 
perspective of carefree destruction remains dominant. In i ts completed 
form , the new version of Benjaminian thought ·appears in the 1 939 Expose 
of Paris Arcades, in the essay "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire" of the same 
year, and in the "Theses on the Phi losophy ofHistory" ( 1 93 9-1 940). Several 
of the theses already figure in the 1 93 7 ess_ay "Eduard Fuchs, Collector and 
H istorian . "  But even the apparently more "committed" texts, such as the 
Fuchs essay or "The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelai re, "  are disti n
guished from "The Work of Art" inasmuch as they abandon the task of 
finding any compensation i_!!___th�--�e�l_i ne of a��' _Jh� ... a.ldt:�,---�-IJQ_ tr�c:lJ_tjgp. 
Benjamin i nsists on the price of moderni ty and the absence of compensation 
for the losses it brings. Th�_gt_��-�es �I1d technol�gy no long_�r_ have any 
promising potential ; hence the considerabl�; importance that Bel!:jamin��
thought no� grants to the memory ofirremed iabiy_destroyed_tr!l:.91ii.9_�l�-: ·s-uch 
�--�ult o(_1_11emory is missing from "The Work of Art" and fr<?_£ll __ the 
sociological Paris Arcades project .  

- - . - .  --·-

On the basis of the d istinction between -�-�ra and ff!e�ha.ni�al reproduc
tion, between cult value and e�hjbidq_n y�JtJ.e, between _ _  f!. !radj_�l expe
rience and an impoverished �!1?-�r:i�n<;_�_,_and fundamentally, accordingtotfie 
old sodological dual ity established by Ferdinand Tonnies ,  between "com-

------�--
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munity" and "society, " Benjamin tries in  1 93 5  to confer an emancipatory 
value on  both the i nnovative and the destructive elements of the technology 
of reprodu(tion, public exhibi tion, and the reduction of experience . l-Ie sees 
in them a promise �f social transformation; aesthetic desacralizat ion seems 
�o open the way both to profane i l lumination and to a presence of mind 
favorable to political action. The public  status of the new forms of commu-

�-hication, the fact that they place themselves within the reach of the masses 
and satisfy their legit imate imperatives , seems to counterbalance the loss of 
trad i t ional substance. In "The Work of Art , "  the mourning for the riches of 
the lost past seemed to be at an end . '"I_he Storyteller" reveals that this 
mourn ing i s  cont inuing because the compensation does not meet expecta
t ions . The technical ly reproducible work of arr, as Benjarnin  had described 
i t ,  no longer has any properly artistic value; desacralization has left i n  i ts 
wake only i nstrumental and therapeutic functions . Unti l  "The Work of 
Art , "  Benjamin had not succeeded in conceiving of aesthetic value inde
penden t  of theological categories . In general , h� had not accepted the order 
of sociefx_in its opposit ion to the trad i tional C()J!J:17Umity. In  purs!Jing avant
garde art and poli t ical revolut:ion, Benjamin masked his desire to preserve 
the tradit ional character of community l ife; in fact ,  he was explicitly 
running_ toward "redemption ."  

In his assertion that "the art  of storytel ling is coming to an end" 
(Illuminations, 83), Benjamin found support i n  a mundane experience: the 
loss of our abi l i ty to tell _gories, to exchange our experiences (Illuminations, 

7 ------· ··· .. . . .  . 

83). According to h im ,  two complementary phenomena account for this 
i ncapaci ty:  the boundless development of technology and the privatization 
of l ife that i t  brings. The mut ism of soldiers who returned from the 
1 9 14-1 9 1 8  war, overwhelmed by the hardw.are used for massive destruc
tion, w�_ coupled with an overextension of the p�ivate sphere of existence, 
revealed especially in the growing place of bawdy stories ,  by means of which 
private l ife invades the public communication of experience. 

Traditional storytell ing is l inked to the condit ions of an artisanal , 
preindustrial society : first, the oral transmiss ion of experience, the bearer of 
ancestral wisdom; second, a spatial or temporal distance that confers on £Fe 
story the aura of faraway places ; and t hi rd ,  the authori ty of deatp, ()f a 
"natural history" where the destiny of creatures is wri tten. These condjti��s 
are under attack i�_I?odern l ife ,  which is  dominated by the need fo_r 
_ proximity and immediate interest , communication through technical or 
l iterary media, and fne hygienic dissimulation of death. 

-

The artisan class represents the fusion of the rwo great trad i tional 
schools of oral storytell i ng ,  the trad ing s�aman and the residenr __ t i l ler of the 
soi l .  One transmits the experience of d-istant voyages , the orher-that of 
dis tant t imes. The storyteller remains fai thful to the age of "naive poetry" 
(Illuminations, 97), "i n which man cou ld believe h imself to be in harmony 
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with nature" (Illuminations, 97). In the artisan class, the two ancient types 
i nterpenetrated. In several ways, the time of the artisan class created 
condit ions favorable for the transmission of stqries .  In the first place, it was 
still acquainted with boredom, which was diss-ipated in the telling of tales . 
It allowed the audience to devote itself to manual activities as i t  l istened: 
"The more self-forgetful the listener is, the more deeply is what he listens 
to impressed upon his memory. When the rhythm of work has seized him, 
he listens to the tales in such a way that the gift of retelling them comes to 
him all by itself' (Illuminations, 9 1 ). In addition, the artisanal context 
favored individual and collective memory. And fi nally, storytelling is i tself 
an artisanal form. "It does not aim -to �onvey the pure essence of the thing, 
l ike inforrnition or a report. l_t sinks the thing into the l ife of the storyteller, 
i n  order to qri11g it out o(Q._i_���g-�ill· -Thus traces-ofrlle . .  storyrelfer clingro 
the story the way the handprints �f the potter cl ing to the clay vessel" 
(llluminations, 91-92). Paul Valery l inked the soul, the eye, and the hand in 
every artisanal activi ty, includ ing oral storytelling, where the gesture 
accompanies speech . "The role of the hand in production, ': adds Benjamin, 
"has become more modest ,  and the place it filled in storytelling lies waste" 
(lllmninations, 1 08 ). 

Benjamin is not alone in according a high value to the artisafljl} __ �-h� . .  

art of st�.J�ytelling. We find similar ideas in the work of Ernst B loch and . 
Heidegger, regarding Johann Peter Hebel, a storyteller held in esteem-for 
different  reasons--by all three philosophers. In any case, they are all 
convinced that they are witnessing the decli ne in modern society of a 
precious and i rreplaceable art. This attachment to the artisanal era is 
accompanied by a reserved and hosti le attitude toward industrial modernity. 
As soon as experience is no longer transmitted orally but, rather, through 
wri ting,  storytel ling, according to Benjamin, is "confined within l iterature" 
(G.S. , 2: 1 293 ; not in Engl ish version); the storyteller and his public are then_ 
separated, each plunged into a solitude unfavorable to the transmission of 
exper�ence. At its origin, storytelling was oriented toward practical l ife. It 

contains, openly or covertly, something useful .  The usefulness may, i n  
one case, consist in a moral ; i n  another, o f  some practical advice; i n  a 
third ,  in  a proverb or maxim. In every case the storyteller is a man whq_ 
has counsel for his audience. Bur if today "having counsel"  is beginning 
to - have an old-fashioned ring,  this is because the communicabil ity of 
experience is decreasing .  In consequence we have no counsereither for 
ourselves or for others . (Ill�tminations, 86) 

':f_l:!� forn1 that confirms the ��din� of s�qcy_tJ�_Ujpg)? _ _ t}J_e_ novel. "The 
dissemination of _the novel became possible only with the invention of 
p�i�ri�g,; (Illuminations, 87). Therefore, it is a technology of reproduction 
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that contributes essentially to the decl ine of storytell ing and i ts traditional 
character by depriving it of i ts "aura" or original authenticity. In that sense, 
the novel presents" afew-��alogies with film, exc_�p_t_J;_hat film �ddtessed 
toa col lective audience whi le the novel is transmitted in soli tude. Ynlike 
�iibks, the author of Theory of the Novel, �_enjamin is not sensi tive to the 
-�ichness of the novel as li terature. A central element of traditional storytel
l ing is lacking,  wisdom and good couns�L "To write a novel means to carry 
the incommensurable to extremes in _!he representation of human l if�" 
Olluminations, 87). The incommensurable is the irreducibly indiviq�Cil 
aspect of an experience torn from the framework within which i t  could be 
exchanged . The loss of wisdom is also, according to Benjamin's last i nter
pretation  of Kafka, what constituted his failure. l-Ie had sought to tea<:h �h_e 
true doctrine through parables and, in the end, he wrote novels ;  he had 

- succumbed to the demon of l iterature: 

Kafka's work represents tradit ion fal l ing i l l .  Wisdom has sometimes been 
defined as the epic side of trurh. Such a definition marks wisdom off as 
a property of tradition; i t  is truth in irs haggadic consistency. It is this 
consistency of truth that has been lost. . . .  Kafka's real genius was that 
he tried something entirely new: he sacrificed rrurh for the sake of 
clinging to transmissibili ty, to its haggadic element. Kafka's writings 
are by their nature parables . Bur that is their misery and their beauty, 
that they had to become more than parables. They do not modestly l ie 
at rhe. feet of doctrine, as Haggadah l ies at the feet of Halakah. (Corre
spondence, 565 ,  letter of 1 2  June 1 938)  

According to Benjamin, the loss of wisdom rnade Kafka move from ancient 
storytelling,  to which he had aspi red , to the modern world of "rumoL_ and 
of sl ight "madness," characteristic of "l iterature" in rhe pejora�ive sense. 

Next to the novel , theJi�Cond form of modern communication to put 
an end to storytel ling was the-p��-s� , - or information. This was already Karl 
Kraus's target-:ln-ShOwc-asffig ilie news story� -i n mixing in  the private l ives 
of individuals, and in clinging to the idea of satisfying the most i!TIInediate 
interests of readers , the press attacks both the public status of experi-ence 
and the authority of tradition. Information strips traditional storytell ing of 
its sobriety by introducing psychological explanations. At the same time, 
the story can no longer be repeated and reinterpreted forever. It loses i ts 
properly narrative character, constitutive of i ts l ife across the ages . From 
"aesthetic truth," i t  falls to the level of �j���E�ive _t!]Jth .-

Paul Valery also observed that rhejcl�a gf e_��rni ty, too, Wt]:�- ���g!gg_�() 
disappear. Benjamin deduces from this that the C()rrelat ive ��p�_ri_�nce __ of 
death was being transformed , particularly because o[_�fforts to dissifr!�late 
the spectacle of death from us : -------- - -
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Nor only a man's knowledge or wisdom, but above all h is real l ife-an�:!_ 
thls is the stuff rhar:-stories are i:nade of-first _assurnes __ ��n.smis�j_hl�Jcii� 
.a� t�e molT1enr of_bj_�_E��th .  Just as a sequence of images is set in mot ion 
inside a manas-his l ife crunes to an end-tmfqlcii_Dg .. Ibl!_yi�w�_<!fh ims�J.f 
under which he has encountered h imself without being a.wa.r{!_of it-:::
suddenly in his express-ions and looks rhe unforgettable emerges and 
imparts to everyone that concerned him that authority which even the 
poorest wretch in dying possesses for the l iving around h im .  (I!l!l.mina
tions, 94) 

With the c1j�imul�r1on of the ac�_ Qf_Qyil!:g,_�h�refQr�, � P.?-rt of  humanity 
.. d_igtpR_����Lth�-e�i�-:J).r��isely, that disti�guishes storyrelling-fro-m informa-
_t.iof1 v�id of_�!�_ experience. - · - - - · - · · . . . .  - - · · 

The -trans�ormatlon§f�
-
��th and the develo�fT}ent of the PF.!:�§ _ _gr�_t:wo 

commonplaces frequently found in the criticism of modern cultyre. But 
how many dying men actually t-r�nsmitted reliable· stories bri th�ir death
beds? Must we abandon the services of modern med icine to preserve the art 
of storytelling? I s  not the differentiation between storytelling and informa
tion also a good thing? W hatever the faults of the press, does it not perform 
functions that the storyteller by the fireside cannot satisfy in a rnodern 
civilization? Benjamin refrains from asking such questions .  W hat rnatters 
to him is fk�i_ce of modern�, th�_c;_tt...hat it_fq!:get_�--��12art .cl .. nE:.nu:�l 
history tha!:_b_uman-fif�_�he-par:�. th�t �§�Q�ia�_�s _ _  r_r�di�JQI! with death 
�fictefrcrrs ..  a need that is more t_h�g--���W-��i_c_:_ � _ _  [�_UgjQll.S ..  neeg_, __ SJ�:_tjs_ffi;d by 
.sr.oryreiflng: --- · · · · -- - ----- - -

-Death-is "the sanction of everything that the storyteller can tell . He 
has borrowed his author ity from death. In other words, it is qatunll his.to_r_y 
to _whj_c:h his stories refer back" (! lfuminations, 94) .  This notion of natural 
history, ;.h-ich h��:C�li"sap-peared- in "The Work of Art, " recalls The Origin of 
German Tragic Drama and "The Tas k  of the Translator"; it refers to the 
theological horizon of Benjaminian thought that reappears here with the 
"creature. "  In the same spirit, Benj�min opposes the ShEP!l�-�J�E, .. Jbe "his
tory-teller," � __ the hi��9.!"i.'!n (l!!t��i11natio�s, �YS)� H�--i�;·sts _t���-��-��gg��tion 
q(w·��ftheL�-�� -�:·l_f.j������-tab_l_�--���us: o(_�h-�_ �9!1�'' is "e�char�logically deter.; 
.tnined or is a natural one ma_kes-rio -di fference" (lllii?iiiizatiotis,-65: Fr-om -rhe 
implicitly theological point of view peculiar to him, he approaches a 
problematic that had occupied several generations of thinkers-from Wil
helm Dilthey and the neo-Kantians around Heinrich Rickert and Max 
Weber, through Heidegger, Gadarn_er__ ?-nd his school, and, finally, Pa!:!_L 
Ricoeur-w_�q_wet�3ii:iX11ius_!O_C:fis�inguish--h1s-rotical,_ IJ�II�tiy_e_,..Q!'_��me=---neutic knowl�dge from that of n�ti1re-. The di�fincdon· b;�w�-en -�xpla�ation 
ana-- interpretation refers directly to that debate. The_ same is true for the 
valo��zarion of the concepts of authority and tradition, which Benjamin 
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associates with storytel l ing: "There is one form of authority,"  Gadamer 
would wri re twe�ry--fi�e -years later in Tr11th and Method, 

particularly defended by romanticism,  namely1 trad it io�: That which has 
been sanctioned by trad ition and cusrom has ·-a-n:

·-authoriry that is 
nameless , and our fin ite historical being is marked by the fact that t�e 
authority of what has been handed down to us--and nor just  what is 
clearly grounded-always has power over our att i tu des and behavior. All  
educat ion depends on th is .8 

As in  the hermeneutic tradit ion, Benjamin rightl y refuses to dissociate 
�istoriograp:hy and --narrat:ion.-H:-emal<es-expHtifrnenermeneuttcthem·e-nf 
rh·e- Irredlici-ble. _fioriz-ori - wlci11n�hici1-·any-quesrionTni-on-rne parr-or--a 
historian is contai ned . But he sets aside any discussion of the conditions of 
communicable objectivi ty to which his work is subject. In  the face of the 
hold exercised by actuality, through whic� Benjaminian �.!?.!.Q_r;!Qgraphy 
evokes a past capable of ov�rrurni (1g the .. percepri_on� of .  tb.e. . .  present� - the 
gY._esiion ofhi�rori��� rr�rh. p�le.�-�� rhe point o(insign ifica�ce . .  

The concept of tradit ion, as it is associated with that of storytell ing , 
leads Benjamin to modify the theory of memory thar he had sketched in 
relation to Proust and that he would later develop, also i n  relation to Proust ,  
in  "On Some Moti fs �� _,Baudelai re . "  In "The I rr1age of Proust ,"  memory 
appeared as the orga'n6f{·6fan integral presence of mind ,  i ndispensable to 
pol it ical action. Benjamin now li nks it to preserving ancestral traditions : 

/"!Yfemory creates the chain of tradi tio9-__ �bi�h .P��s�s a happening on from' 
\ _ _g_�_n�r_�_Lqg_�g_ gerieratiofi-.''7}77#1/ii�--;tions, 98)·�-I-I��� �g;f���rli_� �pi�--g-����-i-s . · 

-· ... the matrix fro"ffi--whid1rhe forms of memory were d}-fferentiared at the t ime 
of rh� �ecl i ne ()f_t��-�pic. Benjamin opposes "th�P.erpetuaJ.iQ_g rememb�ance 
of the novelist" to "xh� short-lived reminiscences of the storytel ler" (I/lmni-

--- . .. · . . _ _ _ _  _ 

nations---:-98) .- One results f�om-a l5rea'tfiless_s_i:-ruggleaga1-nsr-rTme�1llustrated 
by the solitary reader devouring the novel l ike "fire devours logs in the 
fireplace" (Illuminations, 1 00); the other is the instructive and entertain ing 
memory of a storytel ler "who could let the wick of his l ife be consumed 

---
completely by the gentle flame of his s tory" (Illuminations, 1 09). I n  g iving 
preference to storytell ing, Benjami11 does not do _justice to the �t 
the-novel as l i terature; he depreciat�-s -th�-�-��d asa �o-d�-�n form-=-and-���e 
_pr-ec!s-ely,-as-�I.��!Ti���-�-' i�cercii�iL\:�ia_y;j!-[£�?r.�ne-·c:ondit1ons·"Offfi��e-rnTry. 
I-ii's- thi nking finds profound affini ty only wi th -p·r=e·m-odern Fo-rms o� with
expressions of a r�d ic;�

-
�!"ej�ction gf modernity. Nevertheless, he is not s imply 

a romantic turned row�-�frhe p��-��··;ho-would seek to oppose myth to the 
Enlightenment. He defends the authori ty of the rel igious tradi tion, but stil l 
for rational ends . In that, he is also distinguished from the conservative 
tendencies of German romanticism and from posrmodern antirat ional ism . 

( ' 
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. He  has some affinities with Heinrich Heine, who also sought to reconcile 
( the cri_tical �t Qf the E nlig��enment with a rofi!a,ntic imp_�rative for 

happiness .  That is what Benjamin's interpretation of the fai ry tale reveals 
(lllttminations, 1 02ff.) . When Benjamin opposes storytell ing to scientific 
history or the novel ,  it _is -in the name of an imperative for happiness apparently 
unknown to modern society and ascetic rationality. Only the resources of a 
"theological" mode of thought, the story, and poetry still seem to offer die
possibil ity of acceding to it .  At least i n  memory, modern man must keep 
alive the o ld storytelling, so as not to lose an irreplaceable parr of his 
experience. 

L YRIC P O E TR Y  A T  THE A P O GEE O F  CA PITA L ISM 

Despite their different tones , the essays written in 1 937-1 938,  "Eduard 
Fuchs, Collector and Historian" and "The Paris of the Second Empire i n  
Baudelaire," do  not seem to  contradict the change observed in  his 1 936  
essay "The Storyteller. "  The revision of  the thesis that had asserted , in the 
ii��-of the revolutionary character of the technologies of reproduction, the 

, . ���g-�o liquidate the aura and the end of aesthetic autonomy-a revision 
that would be more explicitly confirmed by "On Some Motifs in Baude
laire"-is not called into question. It is true, however, that the discussion 
of this central theme is discussed only parenthetical ly in these essays. 
Despite his doubts regarding the fJ!l�_!)_cipatory character of the technologies 
of.r�production, despite his growing �kepticism regarding the "mass��," 
Benjamin wants ·- to main tain the essentials of the political positions he 
defended in "The Work of Art," in which the irnperatives of the "masses'' 
still justified abandoning the esoteric aura. That was undoubtedly one of 
the aspects of"The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire" that disturbed 
Adorno and Scholem. A coherent position would be found only in "On Some 
Motifs i n  Baudelaire" and in the "Theses on the Phi losophy of llistory." 

"The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire" was the fruit  of  an 
enormous effort, yet Adorno suggested that Benjamin give up the idea of 
publishing it (Correspondence, 583-584, Adorno's letter of 10 November 
1 93 8). It became the grounds of a quarrel between two Benjaminian 
"schools": the school that took Adorno's s ide and the school that, on the 
contrary, leaned toward a defense of Benjamin's· view. Although this 
quarrel continues to divide Benjamin's readers, it has l i ttle contemporary 
interest. On the one hand, Benjamin agreed to modify his  text when he 
drafted a more explicitly theoretical essay; on the other, neither of the 
respective views-Benjamin's rather elementary sociological approach or 
Adorno's theory of the commodity, which claimed to be more rigorous 
and more critical-is curreiita'ny more. Today, both these posit ions are 
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historical, and they no longer carry authori ty as verdicts on contemporary 
culture .  

Baudelaire-this i s  what constitutes his "unique importance" for 
Benjamin (Correspondence, 5 5 7)--"apprehended, in both senses of the word, 
the productive energy of the individual al ienated from himself' (Correspon
dence, 5 5  7) .  This sentence recalls certain formulations of the first two 
versions of "The Work of Art" : "In the representation of the image of man 
by the apparatus, the alienation of man- hy his . own . hand finds a highly 
productive l!�.t=" (G:S. , 1 :4 5 1 ) . Such is · the experience of a film actor 
confron-ted not with the public but with the apparatus, an experience that 
Baudelaire seems to anticipate in his_.poet-t:y. But in applying that formula 
to Baudelaire's poetry, Benjamin revises the theses of "The -Work of Art, "  
in which such an approach was reserved for cinema and i ts technical l iqui
dation of the aura. Introduced into the heart of poetry, the product ive force 
of al ienated man is no longer foregrounded by the technology of reproduc
tion but is inscribed in the poet's approach-a conclusion Benjamin will 
not draw explicitly until  "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire. " 

In  reference to  "The Paris of the Second Empire i n  Baudelaire," 
Benjamin predicts, in a letter accompanying his manuscript, that it will nor 
be possible ro grasp from this single part (the only one to be written) "the 
phiiosophical bases of the whole book" (Correspondence, 57  3 ). This parr (which 
was i ntended to be the second parr) "undertakes the sociocrit ical interpre
tation of the poet" but gives nei ther "the Marxist interpretation"_Jor-e�en 
for the third part (which was to deal with the centre:!� th:m�_9._f '(Q��') 
nor Baudelaire's "aesthetic theo�, "  which was to figure in the firs t  part 
(Correspondence, 574). 

-- . ... . - ---- -

When Adorno cri ticized Benjamin for having avoided "theory" by 
l imiting himself to .. the wide-eyed presentation of the bare facts" (Corre
spondence, 5 82 ), he was famil iar with Benjamin's letter. Nevertheless , he 
disputed the approach adopted . In his response, Benjamin called his own 
approach "phi lological" :  "Phi lology is the examination of a text, which, 
proceeding on the basis of details , magically fixates the reader on the text" 
(Correspondence, 5 87) ;  according to Benjamin ,  there was inevi tably a "magi
cal" element "which is reserved for philosophy to exorcise, reserved here for 
the concluding part" (Correspondence, 588). It is nonetheless true that the 
second part was published alone, without the philosophical complement 
that was to exorcise it, and that, therefore, there was at the very least a risk 
of misunderstanding. In the absence--of.theory, the facts and -quotations_ 
presented by Benjamin seem "deceptively epi-?_:(6-or-respondence, 5 8 2, 
Adorno's letter of 1 0  November 1 938);---------- · 

''The Paris of the Second Empire in  Baudelaire" is t ied together i n  a 
purely narrative way. Benjamin deals wi th a great number of concepts and 
notions that had appeared in the Expose for Paris A rcades, but without 
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making explicit their theoretical status, as i f  he were seeking ro famil iarize 
the reader with a historical universe-the Paris of the Second Empire in  
fact-rather than to  present a theoretical analysis .  It is a presentation of the 
"subject  matter" of Baudelai re's oeuvre, l inked to the lessons provided by 
documents from the era. This text i s  a "commentary" in the sense given this 
term in  the essay on Goethe's Elective Affinities, " the exegesis of what i s  
astonishing and bewi ldering in  the work" (G.S. , 1 : 1 25 ), and not a critique, 
an examination of the work's truth content. Isolated from the cri tical part, 
the completed fragment retains a certain ambiguity:  The writ ings of 
Baudelaire appear as documents of the era,  not in the sense of a surreal ist 
subversion of art but in  a purely sociological sense, analogous to the 
quotations from numerous other authors, and not as workJ of art whose l ife 
l ies i n  their " truth ."  

This  essay represented a partial real ization of the original Paris A rcades 
project ,  in which Baudelaire fig�r�d as a symptorn ,  among �he architectural 
witnesses and phantasmagoria ofthe··· ·nl"neteenth century. _ .. �. number of 
themes were already included . lri" .rne program of the 1 93 5  Expose: the 
bohemian and tl)e flaneur; Baudelaire 's ambiguous fascination for Blanqui 
and Napoleon III ;  and his pursuit of l i terary strategies i n  a market handed 
over to the popular press. The poet seems to be a prisoner of the rnyths of 
his age .  "The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire"  is one qfBenj�min's 
texts that i s  closest to a "critique of ideology" and furthest from the "rescue 
operation" characteristic of his approach ;  And yet , even though Baudelai re 
shares the ambivalent feelings of the rebels-the bohemian and the 
flaneur-especially "the social il lusion that crystall izes in the crowd" (G.S, , 
1 : 5 69), he cannot be reduced to a symptom of his age.  Unlike Victor Hugo, 
who saw in the crowd "the masses of his readers and his v<;>ters" (G.S. , 1 : 5 68), 
he was the guard ian of the gate "that separates the ind ividual from the 
crowd" (G.S. , 1 : 569) . That individual is the "hero" through whom moder
nTty i s  linked to antiqui�y: "Baudelaire," writes Be-njarnin  at the beginning 
of h is chapter "Moderni ty, " "modeled his image of the artist on an image of 
the hero" (G. S. , 1 : 570). I-Iere, the poet forges an image to impose h i s  own 
aesthetic logic: "The hero," writes Benjam in, " is the true subject of moder
nity. This means that, to live moderni ty, one must  be heroic i n  nature" (G.S. , 
1 : 5 77) .  This sentence reiterates and makes explicit what Benjami n  had 
written about Kafka, namely, that " to make a decent table nowadays, a man '" 
mus t  have the archite_c:.tural genius of a Michelangelo" (l/lmninations, 1 1 3). 
In the same way, Baudelai re "rediscovers [ in "L'ame du vin (The soul of 
wine)] the gladiator in  the proletarian . . . .  What the salaried wo�ker brings 
about each .. day_ in his work is nothing less than the exploi t that brought  
glory and applause to  the gladiator in  Antiquity. This image is the stuff of  
Baudelaire's best intuitions; it  is born of  the  reflection on h i s  own condition" 
(G.S. , 1 : 5 77) .  



3 .  Th e P r i ce of M o de r n i ty 1 9  7 

This passage is revealing for the text as a whole: Wri tten in Brecht 's 
house in  Denmark, i t  is characterized both by a manifest desire to submit 
Bayd_�lai re to Marxist analysis and _ _  by an identification cotipTed wit::h 
self-cri ticism.  This identification is even more obvious in another aspect of 
mocierri heroism that Benjamin takes up immediately after these remarks . 
The difficulties that modernity opposes to "man's natural productive elan" 
(G.S. , 1 : 5 78) lead him to find refuge in death: "Modernity must remain 
under the sign of suicide. Suicide places i ts seal below the heroic will , which 
cedes noth ing to the spiri t that i s  hostile to it. This suicide is  not renuncia
tion but a heroic pass ion. It is the conquest of moderni ty in the field of 
passions" (G.S. , 1 : 5 78). Benjamin had been tempted by suicide on several 
· occas ions, and he turned to it a few years later rather than be handed over 
to his p�rsecutors . This was, then, a form of "heroism"  fami l iar to h im.  
Through Baudelai re , he continually spoke of himself. 

l-Ie reviewed a whole series of incarnations of the _m_o_dern hero: the 
apache (thug), the ragpicker, _rhe.Jesbia�n, the dandy-all ph.ysiognomies to 
which were attached , of course (in the view -of the ''critique of ideology") 
the " i llusions" of the age9 but through which an identification and thus a 
form of "rescue" were made manifest. Such was the case in particular for the 
ragpicker. The Paris A rcades project constantly sets out to decipher an epoch. 
through i ts castoffs , just as the psychoanalyst interprets a subjec;-t's des i re 
bf!§�d on the detri tus of his language-dreams, slips of the tongue, uncon-
scious acts. "Method of thi s  project: li terary montage, "  we read in one of 
tl:iEepistemological reflections of Paris A rcades : 

I need say nothi ng: Only exh ibit  [zeigen] . I won't fi lch anything of 
value or app-ropriate any i ngen ious turns of phrase . Only the trivia, the 
trash-which I don't want to i nventory, but s imply al low ir ro come 
into i ts own in the only way possible: by putting i t  ro use .  ("N" 1 a, 8 ,  
p. 47) 

This method accounts for the absence of interpretation for which 
Adorno criticizes "The Paris of the Second Empire. " It is modeled on the 
method of the modern poet : 

The poet finds soc iety's castoffs in the street, and in them h is heroic 
subject. In  that way, the poet's d istinguished image seems ro replicate a 
more vulgar image where the features of t he ragpicker-who so often 
occupied Baudelaire-show through . . . .  Ragpicker or poet-castoffs 
matter to both of them. (G.S. , 1 : 5 82) 

In  l inking his own approach to the poet's , Benjamin casts an ambiguous 
l ight on his work as a philosopher and a theoris t .  The method that-as the 
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last avatar ofBenjamin 's "theology" oflangu�g_�-consists in cal l ing things 
by their names, citing them by convoking them before the supreme 
tribunal, runs the risk of fall ing into a pretentious impressionism or, in 
Adorno's expression, a "magical posi tivism. "  The facts selected do not speak 
for themselves but only refer to the interests that the essayist attaches to 
them and that the reader fami liar with h is oeuvre guesses . At the l imit ,  any 
concept disappears in this evocative approach; through this approach, Ben
jamin became, in spire of himself, one of the precursors of a defeatist 
philosophy that is afraid of conceptual rigor. 

Later on, however, he proposes a more explicit interpretation. Begin
ning with the relation in Baudelaire between modernity and antiquity, 
Benjamin introduces again, in  narrative and alm�neCdotal fas1ilon;rne 
allegotj_giJ_form_t_ha� �e considers central for the �gmprehension of !Jle w� · 
I t-is -here, as well ,  th�t--the-poer-flee"tTngfy appe�rs �-i-th�iJ-tj�-e-·p�rspective of 
his aesthetic value and not simply as a historical and social symptom, only 
to be immediately brought back to the l imits of his illusions . It had seemed 
at first that the hero of the big city might be the apache as well as the poet 
who made him his subject. But "the aging Baudelaire," to whom Benjamin 
accords the greatest value, no longer recognizes himself in  "that race of men 
where, in h is youth, he sought heroes" (G.S . .. 1 : 583-584). From then on, 
heroism consists in arranging things so that, through poetry, modernity can 
one day become antiquity. In the way he presents this imperative of 
Baudelaire's, Benjamin suggests a l ink with Nietzsche's thought: "Moder-
nity �I:!�I�c;!��-i_z���Jl- �P-Q�h;_ �� characte�!��?. . .  �-�- �l)�_s.�me t ifD�- �-h�J�JJ-�at 
ls-atwork in  that epoch and links i t  to  Antiquity . . . .  Wagn��PP��redJ:Q-· 
�ntm as ani!nii�Tre�ran�-��-t.���!!�-��pression of that. energy�' (G.S., 1 : 5 84). 
From ar1anafogous po-int of view, The Birth of Tragedy l inks Wagner to the 
most authentic aspirations of antiquity. But we shall see that Benjamin  does 
not take the notion of antiquity l iterally. 

As always, he does not find the authentic l ink between modernity and 
antiquity in Baudelaire's theory. He considers it weak even in i ts famous 
formulations, where the beautiful is designated as --��- -�malga� of the 
ab?.9l!:!.t� and the reEifive, oft he eternal ariCf rhe fleering, of the �ge�-ra;h-fon,\ 
morality�_ and passion (G.S. , · 1 : 585). "The 'aesthetiC reflecdons of Baud�� ' 
laire," he writes, "never succeeded in presenting modernity in  i ts interpene
tration with the ancient as dearly as certain poems from The Flowers ofEvit' 
(G.S. ,  1 : 585  ). That is particularly the case for the "Tableaux parisiens," i n  
which Paris appears in i ts fragili ty: "I  r i s  precisely through that precarious
ness that modernity, finally and at the deepest level , is espoused and wed to 
the ancient" (G.S. , l : 586). For, i�_ i t� precarious_��?�L�� -�94.�r.n citY--�lr��dy 
appears as an ancien,t r11in. Through the fac�lry of perceiving or anticipating 
such ruins, Baudefalre·-�hecomes part of a tradition that, for Benjamin, 
stretches from the decline of antiquity through the beginning of the Middle 
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Ages and on to surrealism, i ncluding in i ts sweep the baroqt;te and Baude
laire, ���cli tion of r�n an9 of allegory. Unlike antiquity as i t  appears i n  
Victor 1-Iugo'swork='·chrhonian"-(G�S:, 1 : 586) ,  a perception of i mmuta
ble, eternally human real it ies from High Antiquity--in Baudelai re's work 
i t  is a "mimesis of death" (G.S. , 1 : 5 87) ,  which , through the qerour of 
allegory, t ransforms moderni ty into antiquity. Pursuing his approach 
through sociological associations, Benjamin recalls the work ofHaussmann ,  
whose "great urban cleanup . .  (G.S. , 1 : 589), in the view of  contemporaries , 
i l lustrated the fragil ity of the big city :  "When we know something wil l  
soon have to disappear from our view, it  becomes an image. That is probably 
what had to happen to the streets of Paris at that time" (G.S. , 1 : 5 90). 

One of the rare interpretive passages links rthe-m_o_det:n-aspir-at.iea�for---
�q��y__£��-PE�!::�S.� -�f._rapis;Lwng, __ ��cording_ _ t_? ___ �_?at sense for th� 
�rgi_gl}ated and. the c>_bsolete that th_t:! su.rrealists- saw.with_§_p.<:h acui ty: 

Baudelaire wanted to be read as a writer of Antiquity. This requirement 
was satisfied extraord inarily quickly. For the d isrant ages the sonnet ["Je 
te donne ces vers" (I give you these lines)] speaks of arrived in as many 
decades after his death as Baudelaire would have imagined centuries . Of 
course, Paris is stil l  stand ing;  and the great tendencies of social develop
ment are still the same.  But it is the very fact that they have remained 
that makes any contact with what was born under the sign of the "truly 
new" even more fragile .  Modern ity has remained largely the same, and 
Antiquity, which was to find itself in its bosom, in reali ty presents the 
image of the obsolete. (G.S. , 1 : 593) 

Benjamin brings our a surreal ist aspect in  Baudelai re. From a socio
logical poirtf � v�e,�, i he underscores the l imits of the poet's lucidity. Next 
to the dpa)hk¥{fi'd thf�agpicker, two other figures with "ancient" resonances 
characEefize modern heroism i n  Baudelai re's view: the leJbian and the dandy. 
I n  describing them, Benjamin-in a Brechtian style-attempts to show 
that Baudelaire creates a phenomenological abstract ion of these figures, 
whose economic genesis he refuses to see: "A h�EQ!_f1�- gfm.o.de.rnity" (G.S. ,  
1 :  594), the lesbian emerges from the context ofSaint-Simonism and i t s  cult 
of the androgyne, l inked , according to Benjamin, to the masculinization of 
woman, who had been integrated into fac_t_o.cy_w.o.rk.._Yet Baudelai re moves 
away from that aspect :  "It  was important for him to detach it from economic 
dependence. He succeeded therefore in giving to that developmental trend 
a strictly sexual emphasis"  (G.S. , 1 : 5 97). That allowed him to write both a 
hymn to Sapphic love ("Lesbos") and a condemnation of lesbian passion 
("Delphine et Hippolyte"), s ince damnation was indissociable from " the 
heroic nature of that passion" (G.S. , 1 : 5 97) . 1 0  Simi larly, when Benjamin  
evokes the dandy, " the hero in {h is} last incarnation" (G. S. , 1 : 5 99), he  
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confronts Baudelai rean stylization at its historical origi ns (G.S. , 1 : 5 99-
600). In once more disregarding the social and economic backdrop, Baude
lai re reduces the dandy's social '' tic" to a Satanic grimace, t.h:us-losi-n.g-th.e. __ 

d�_ngy·�- c!taqn, h is "gift for plea�_i_J]g" (G.S. , 1 :600). Ibe d�ndy __ �9opts an 
__ JJ!_ti tude of idlenes� - �nd c�'otained e11ergy w_ixhout having _ t_�e me�ns to

S1Jpporf�Tt:� - Acc6rei1iig-ro Benfamln� -a_ffrh�se incarnations of the-_fi�ro_are 
-oniy _ _ _  "roles": f:tleroic modernity prove� --tq �i;>�--�- -t��gi-�-- d���-�1Trauerspiel] 
wh�r-e�tff�--i01e of__� h-e Ji�ro is· st:i1l robe-�t" (G.S. , T:66CYf Fundarnentally, 
to use J ules Valles's malicious expre-ssl'on (G.S. , 1 :60 1 ), Baudelai rean hero
ism is only that of a mime ,  a "ham."  

To these i l lusory aspects Benjamin opposes Baudelai re's poetic achieve
ments , of which allegory is the l inchpin: "Under the masks he used, the 
poet i n  Baudelaire preserved his incognito . . . .  I ncognito was the law ofhis 
poetry" (G.S. , 1 :60 1 ) . He knowingly calculated i ts effects, i ntroducing into 
his l ines "vulgar" comparisons ("/a n11it s'epaississait ainsi qu'une cloison" [the 
night was growing thick, l ike a membrane]) or using words borrowed from 
the language of the city: quinquet, wagon, bilan, voirie (oil lamp, train car, 
balance sheer; dump). "Thus," wri tes Benjamin ,  "the ly�i�··-voca5iilary-was
created in which , abruptly, an al legory emerged that nothing had prepared 
for. If we can somehow grasp Baudelai re's l inguistic spirit ,  i n  it we find that 
abrupt coincidence, according to Claude!, of the Racinian style and the 
journalistic style of the Second Empi re . .  (G.S. , 1 :603). 

These outl ines of formal analyses are immed iately l inked to the socio
logical thes is that is the essay's starting point. Allegory appears as the 
characteristic gesture of the bohem ian conspirator: 

H e  places h is trust in  allegories for th is surprise attack that poetry is  for 
h i m .  They are the only ones i n  on the secret . Where Death ,  or Memory, 
or Repentance, or Evil appear, they are the cen ters of the poet ic strategy. 
The sudden appearance of these sold iers , recognizable by the capital 
letters that irrupt right in the middle of a text ,  which does not reject the 
most banal of vocabularies , betrays Baudelaire 's hand.  H is technique is  
putschist . (G.S. , 1 :603) 

In this way, Baudelaire's poetry, his "dream ,"  joins hands with Blanqui 's 
"action," which Marx, using an implici tly cri tical term, called "putschist ."  
In adopting this term for his own use, Benjamin introduces into i t  a pathos 
of desperate solidarity with the vanquished: Blanqui 's acts and Baudelai re's 
dream "are the hands joined on a stone under which Napoleon III had buried 
the hopes of the June fighters" (G.S. , 1 :604). This ambiguity characterizes 
the text as a whole : It is a critique of ideology l inking poetry ro a socially 
situated gesture, but a cri tique that reveals the identification of an author 
full of pathos, who sees no al ternative to these desperate gestures that are 
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endowed with a certai n dignity. On the pretext of denouncing putschist 
behavior from a Marxist perspective, Benjamin impl ici t ly rehabi l i tates i ts 
hopeless grandeur. Because these gestures do not reveal a " just poli t ics" in 
the Marxist sense, they interest Benjamin as experimenrs . I-Iowever prob
lematic these gestures might be, they save the "victims" that h istory wou ld 
have l iked to condemn, if not to oblivion, then at least to misunderstanding .  
Restori ng the polit ical meaning of  the Baudelai rean gesture amounts to 
rescuing an aspiration for revol t ,  condemned to fai lure but containing a 
germ of that "weak Messianic power" discussed in Thesis 2 of the "Theses 
on the Philosophy of History. "  

Under the contrary pressures o f  Brecht ian object ions and the impera
t ives of his  own phi losophy of history, Benjamin accords l i ttle space to an 
analysis that would have underscored the aesthetic in 'teresr of Baudelaire's 
poems. But the analytic perspective of symptoms and documents cannot be 
applied to the Paris A rcades project as a whole. In his last essay on Baudelai re, 
respond ing this time to Adorno's imperat ives , Benjamin proceeds to a 
comprehensive interpretation that reveals the aesthetic value of the work. 
Sociological categories , such as that of commodi ty, have no d i rect i nfluence 
on the posi tion taken by the artis t ;  they direct ly influence only the t hemes 
he encounters in  the historical context. The early texts on Baudelaire explain 
the poet 's atti tude in terms of the place he occupies wi thin the ambiguous 
bohemian rr1i lieu and in  terms of the social role of the flaneur, in  which the 
relation between client and commodi ty is anticipated in the desperate 
heroism of those excluded from moderni ty: rebels , lesbians , and dandies. 
The las t  essay tries above all to show the aesthetic appropriateness of 
Baudelai re's choices . 

"The Paris of the Second Empi re in Baudelaire" represents the socio
log ical viewpoint of Paris A rcades, which moves away from the value of the 
poetic work i tself and sees in i t  only one symptom among others of t he 
submission of art to the market. The essay wri t ten the fol lowing year, "On 
Some Motifs in Baudelaire," addresses , at l east in part , th�_ poi_nc of view of 
the w.ri:ter_ _who, to save the authentic ity ofhis �ork , sacrifices tpe poet's 

_ traditionaLgl1r�. What moves to the foreground is no longer the "relation 
of expression" between a technological and sociological infrastructure and 
a cultura l  phenomenon but the coherence of the work of art . Nevertheless , 
the force of this essay cannot be dissociated from historical and sociological 
i nqui ri es .  It is only by reconsti tuting the context that Benjamin  succeeds 
in comprehend ing the internal coherence of the work and articulates 
possible meanings. The text's weakness rests on i ts fai lure to devote much 
attention to the forrr1 of poetry and to the qual i ty of the texts as such . 
Benjamin was no doubt convinced that a more precise reading would not 
have revealed anything fundamentally new to him, nothing that could cal l  
into question rhe results of h is  analogical read ing of expressive values . 
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The Correspondence, a few posthumous notes, and a series of fragments 
brought together under the title "Central Park" suggest what the other parts 
of the planned book on Baudelaire might have looked l ike. Outside the 
sociological section, which was the only part drafted, there was to have been 
an introduction dedicated to the opposition between a critical "rescue 
operation" and the traditional "homage" given an author, a first part dealing 
with allegory from the perspective of arc theory, and a final section whose 
object would have been the commodity as "fulfillment" of the allegorical 
vision i n  Baudelaire (Correspondence, 5 57). Benjamin would have once more 
attempted to reconcile a phi lological presentation of the thinking of the age 
and an underlying theoretical hypothesis that was explanatory in nature. 
Poetry seems to be confined to reproducing the different aspects of the 
commodity as it was analyzed in Marx's Capital. All these reflections suffer 
from the fact that Benjamin does not define the status of the work of art 
independent of phantasmagoria, a status it shares with speeches, everyday 
phenomena, and ideologies pure and simple. 

Unlike apologetic approaches , the issue is to not neglect " those 
points at which tradition breaks down and rhus rn isses those jags and 
crags that offer a handhold to someone who wishes to move beyond them" 
("N" 9a, 5 ,  p. 65 , translation slightly modified) .  Such an approach leads 
Benjamin to d istinguish between the themes expl ici tly targeted by 
Baudelaire-"Satanism, spleen, and deviant eroticism" ("Central  Park," 
39)-and the poet's "true subjects ,"  those "decisive new subjects"-"the 
big city, the masses-(rhat) were not visualized by him as such" ("Central 
Park," 39).  Whether looking at the works of Kafka or  Knut Hamsun, 
Benjamin  always d istinguishes between the theoretical intention of al?
authentic writer and his poetic work, which obeys a d ifferent logic ,  
inaco;ssib!et:o-h!s theoretical consciousness . This disti nction is j ustified 
by the fact that theoretical modes of thought and artistic practice obey 
different logics and do not necessari ly communicate within the author's 
mind .  Art i s  a technique whose workings the artist can understand no 
better than can the receiver. For Benjamin,  precisely from the point of 
view of '.(_teceptron," i t  is a matter of breaking with the conformism of 
transmitt�dvisio-ns, with the false cont inuity of traditions. That i s  what 
he sees as the true task of phi losophy, which he develops in the "Theses 
on the Philosophy of H istory. " For Benjamin, the destructive ,  cri tical 
element is consti tutive of any s tudy of a historical obj ect, not-as for 
Heidegger-in order to be rid of a "metaphysics" that would dissimulate 
the authentic but, rather, to avoid the hold of establ ished "culture,"  always 
suspect of complicity with the socially dominant forces . 

A llegory is the aspect of Baudelaire's oeuvre that had in  fact escaped 
-------�-�- -·---·-··-" -
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cri tical attention before Benjamin .  He had translated "Tableaux parisiens" 
in  his youth and had become interested in Baudelai re when he began to 
reflec t  on German baroque drama. The firs t  parr of the book on Baudelai re 
would have thus deal t with the "prehistory" of Baudelairean poetry: from 
baroque al legory and the new function of the allegorical vision, to the 
n ineteenth century (G.S. , 1 : 1 084,  letter of 3 Augusr-f938r-A few elements 
of such a comparison are found among the fragments of "Central Park. "  
Through al legory, Baudelair�_was setting moderni ty a t  a d istance . Spleen 
tra-nsforms-any present moinent Into Aruigu i ty ("Central Park," 3 5 ) , into a 
fragi le reali ty of which, the next i nstant, only ruins remain. 

From the point of view of l i terary his tory, Baudelai rean al legory 
emerges i n  a prec ise context: "The introduction of al legory answers i n  a 
far more meaningfu l  way the same cris i s  of art which, around 1 85 2 ,  the 
theory o f  /'art pour /'art was in tended to counter" ("Central  Park , "  34) .  As 
in the seventeenth century, _ a l legor� __ _i_�--�-IJ i Qq�}E}' 

in to art in geg_�r�L_ 
Baudelaire "could hard ly have wri tten his  essay on ·DupOrit if Dupont 's 
radical cri t ique of the concept of art did not correspond to an equally 
radical one of his own" ("Central Park," 5 2) .  This fragment is i ndicative 
of the mod ificat ion that the essays on Baudelaire bri ng to the perspect ive 
on the "end of art" as i t  had appeared in  "The Work of Art . " The 
question ing of aesthetic appearance is now s i tuated within art and not i n  
an  externali ty, as in  the case of  fi lm .  

The fi rst  part of_the book wRs_ to respond ro a difficulty that Benjamin  
e_xP-�ri_�nc::eci before -the ".f!:!!1da�i�E�'!lJ�-�!i!:_s!Qx" of Bauderairean-��rheti�s :  
"the contradiction between-the theory of natural correspondences and the 
rejection of nature" (Correspondence, 5 56, letter of 16 April l 938) .  In "Central 
Park," this paradox remains an insoluble problem (33), but, among the notes 
for Paris Arcades, we find an attempt to solve i t : 

There is between t he theory of natural correspondences and rhe rejection 
of nature a contrad iction that is resolved when impressions become 
detached in  the recollection of lived experience [Erlelmis] .  Thus , the 
experience contained in these impressions is freed and can be joined to 
the allegorical heri tage. (G.S. , 5 :4 36) 

Correspondences do not contradict  the rejection of nature , i nasmuch as 
they keep only i ts subl imation in memory, the p lace for authentic expe
rience . In a more narrow sense, the "sottt.Jenir"-in the sense that Baudelaire 
wri tes , "}'ai plus de souvenirs qtte si j'avais niille-a.ni''-· -!_�_ the means by which 
Benjami n  differentiates between baroque al leggry and mode-�n a,lj�gq,ry. 
The __ �'J:guvenir" is the opposite of authentic �iP-erience; i t  -is .:ii�:-�_!en_:�"f_�d 
fu�� th�ough .the '' l ived experiente�" \vhi-�h one col lects l i ke a s���enir  -e�c?_tp_:__ 

.. . 
- - .. --- - ---- -- . . . - - --------- - - · - --
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The souvenir is the complement of l ived experience [des Erlebnisses] . In i t  
the increasing self-alienation o f  the person who iDYet+ter-i�s-his_p1!$_t_as 
dead possessions is insti lled. In the 1 9th century allegory left the 
surrounding world , in order to settle in the inner world . The relic derives 
from the corpse, the souvenir from deceased experience [Erfahrttng] 
which calls i tself euphemistically "Erlebnis. " ("Central Park," 49, trans
lation sl ightly modified) 

Here the move from the first part of the book to the third is announced; 
this last part was to be devoted to the commodity as poetic object. According 
to another fragment: 

Melancholy bears in the 1 9th century a different character, however, to 
xhat which it bore in  the 1 7th. The key figure of t,be-ea{lY allegory i s  the 
\, corpse_. The key figure of the later allegory is the(�o11vem): " The "so!lvenir" 
isthe schema of the transformation of the coml1locticy into a collector's 
object . The correspondances are the endlessly multiple resonances of each 
sortvenir with all the others . ("Central Park," 54-5 5 )  

A t  issue, then, i s  a sort of internalization o r  sublimation o f  death . 
Internalized death is more difficult to grasp than that represented by the corpse 
displayed on the baroque stage; hence the status of violence and destruction 
in Baudelaire, which has to display itself with particular relentlessness: 
"Baudelaire's allegory bears, in contradistinction to that of the Baroque, traces 
of a wrath which was at such a pitch as ro break into this world and to leave 
its harmonious structures in ruins" ('(Central Park," 42). 

But that violence does not seek to annihilate what i t  breaks ; it clings 
to it :  

That which is touched by the allegorical intention is torn from the 
context of life's interconnections: it is simultaneously shattered and 
conserved. Allegory attaches itself to the rubble. It offers the image of 
transfixed unrest .  The destructive impulse of Baudelaire is nowhere 
interested in the abolition of that which falls to i t .  ("Central Park," 38) 

Allegorical destruction is an ostentatious destruction; it wants to reveal to 
the reader the significance of the annihi lation unfolding before his or her 
eyes, and of which the poet makes an experience staged on his own init iative. 

Several fragments underscore the l ink between allegory and the com
modity, which was to be explained in the concluding part. 

Ever more callously the object world of man assumes the expression of 
the commodity. At the same t ime advert ising seeks to vei l the commod-
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i ry character of things. In the allegorical the deceptive transfiguration of 
the world of the commodity resists its _distortion . The commodity 
attempts to look itself in the face. It celebrates i rs becoming human in 
the whole. ("Central Park," 42) 

2 05 

Benjamin would have wished to give Baudelai rean allegory a sociolog i
cal explanation of the Marxist type; he thought he had found in modern 
allegory a response to commodity reification11 : 

I 

The refunctioning of allegory in the commodity economy m ust be 
presented . It was Baudelaire's endeavour ro make the aura which is 
peculiar to the commodity appear. In a heroic way he sought to humanize 
the commodity. His attempt had irs equivalent i n  the s imultaneous 
attempt of the bourgeoisie to personify rhe commodity: to g ive the 
commodity, l ike a person, housing. This then was the promise of the et11i 
[small box], the covers, the sheaths with which the bourgeois household 
effects of the t ime were being covered . ("Central Park," 42)  

The central idea is thus that class ical allegory devalorizes the phe
nomenal world by reducing i t  to meani ng. Yet, '' the devaluat ion of the 
world of objects in  allegory is  outdone within the world of objects i tself 
by the commodity"  ("Central Park," 34). But this devaluation i s  not 
i mmediately visible.  Baudelai re seizes hold of this world to destroy i ts 
appearances . He undertakes to set forth commodi ty devaluation through 
allegorical destruction . For him,  allegory represents the poet as someone 
who heroically prosti tutes himself by making of poetry a commodity. 
That is what Benjami n  calls reveal ing "the prod uctive force of alienated 
man."  Appearance or i l lusion cannot be destroyed by such cynicism: "The 
lack of appearances and the decl ine of the aura are identical phenomena. 
Baudelaire puts the artistic means of allegory at their d isposal" ("Central 
Park , "  4 1).  

These ideas are not always coherent.  Visibly, and at the expense of any 
other explanation, Benjamin undertakes to rei ntegrate the cri tical aspects 
of the Baudelairean oeuvre i nto the schema of the fetish ism of the commod
i ty. But if commodity devaluation surpasses that effected by allegory, the 
poetic technique chosen by Baudelaire is of l ittle i nterest.  In a com ment on 
the poem "Une martyre ,"  written no doubt toward the beginning of 1 938 ,  
w e  fi nd a n  ins ight into the whole book on Baudelaire: 

The allegorical vis ion is always founded on a devalued phenomenal 
world . The specific devaluation of the world of things that one encoun
ters in the commodity is the foundation for the allegorical intention in 
Baudelaire. As an incarnation of the commodity, the prostitute occupies 
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a central place in Baudelaire's poetry. On the other hand, the prostitute 
is allegory made flesh. The accessories with which fash ion bedecks her 
are the emblems with which she bedecks herself. The fetish is the sign 
guaranteeing the authenticity of the commodity, just as the emblem is 
the sign guaranteeing the authentic ity of allegory. The inanimate body, 
sti l l  offered up to pleasure, unites allegory and the com modity. (G.S. , 
1 : 1 1 5 1 ) 

"On Some Motifs in  Baudelaire" abandons any attempt to l ink Baude
laire's poetry to an i llustration o.£Jet-ishism -and- the .c.o.IPI1l_odity, in  favor of 
a conceptuality of experience that takes up some of Benjamin's old ideas . 
Therefore, the col lection "Central Park " does not allow us to complete "The 
Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire" by maki ng of the whole a 
homogeneous conception . 

As foreseen in  the 1 93 5  Expose of Paris A rcades, the last part of the 
book on Baudelaire was to deal with the new and the always-the-same as 
two complementary aspects of the com modity, aspects that Baudelaire 
fallaciously opposed to each other: 

The third part treats the commodity as rhe fulfillment of Baudela ire's 

allegorical vision. It turns out that what is new, which explodes the 
experience of the immutable under whose spell  the poet was placed by 
spleen, is noth ing other than the halo of the commodity. (Correspondence, 
5 57 ,  letter of 1 6  April l 938) 

That duali ty, which leads Baudelai re--in his  ignorance of the nature 
of the commodity-to oppose the new to rhe eternal return of the same, 
was to bri ng about two digress ions, dedicated to the two aspects of the 
commodity:  its i l lusory aspect,  represented by what--i-R-Bau.Ele-l11ire antici-

·' \ 
pates}ugendstil, and its true aspect,  incarnated in � demystifying manner by 
thep£est-!.rute_(_Cl2rresp1!_ndt>n("�, _5 57)._ The fragments -5-fotigni:l::ogetner under_ 
the t itle "Central Park" further explai n these poi nts . Within the framework 
ofhis reflection on the i mpact  of the technologies of reproduction, Benjamin 
cons iders Jugendstil an attempt to repress the rivalry between art and 
mechanical reproduct ion ; i t  is ,  accord ing to him, " the second attempt of art 
to come to terms wi th technology. The first  was Realism . There the problem 
was more or less conscious for the artists who were unsettled by the new 
processes of technological reproduction . . . . For }ttgendstil the problem as 
such had already succumbed to repression" ("Central Park," 34).}ttgendstil 
worships the virgin body and, i n  that spi ri t ,  d evelops a "regressive inter
pretation of technology" ("Central Park," 43) .  The Flowers of Evil anticipates 
Jugendstil in its floral motif and in the theme of the "new. " It was through 
his i l lusions that Baudelaire was the precursor of}ugendstil, whereas he was 



3 . Th e P r i c e  of M o de r n i ty 2 0 7  

i ts antagonist in his allegorical technique and the destruct ion of the "halo," 
whether that of the prosti tute or of the poet .  1 2  

But the cult  of the new was not just an i llusion . In  i t ,  Benjamin 
d iscovers an undertaking whose historical s ignificance was close to the ideas 
of Nietzsche and B lanqui ; he reads i t  as a response ro the mythical 
phenomenon of the always-the-same, the frightening repet i tion of the same 
that the poem "Les sept viei l lards " i l lustrates : 

The idea of the eternal return is here the "new" that breaks through the 
circle of eternal return even as it confirms it. Through the conjunction 
with Nietzsche-and especial ly with Blanqui,  who d eveloped, ten years 
before h im,  the d octrine of the eternal return-Baudelaire's work appears 
in a new l ight . . . .  Blanqui thought that the etern ity of the world and 
of man-the always-the-same-was guaranteed by the order of the stars. 
Yet Baudelaire's abyss is deprived of stars . In  fact ,  Baudelaire 's poetry i s  
the first i n  which stars are absent. The l ine "don t la  lum iere parle un 
langage connu" [whose light speaks a famil iar language} is the key to 
this poetry. In its destructive energy---through the allegori cal concep
tion--it breaks not only with the pastoral nature of the idyl l ,  but , .
through the heroic resolution wirh which it introduces lyric poetry into 
the heart of reification, it also breaks with the nature of t hings.  It is 
situated at the point where the nature of th ings is domi nated and 
re-created by the nature of man . H istory has si nce shown he was right 
not to expect that re-creation from technological progress. (G.S. , 1 :  1 1 52 )  

Benjamin attempts to draw from the Baudelairean oeuvre a theoretical 
position comparable to Nietzsche's and Blanqui 's ideas , which he had j ust 
d iscovered in  B lanqui 's L'Eterniti par /es astres (Etern i ty by the stars). I-Iere 
again ,  he  hesitates between an explanatory posit ion that reduces thought to 
an expression of the antinomies of the commodity and a process that rr1akes 
a hero of the poet who has grasped the reification of nature . 

-'M O D E R N  A R T 
A ND THE SA CR IFI CE O F  THE A UR A  

Catchphrases such as "the decline of the aura" or the ''end of t he art of 
storytel ling" are linked to the Hegel ian idea of the "ef!.<i_of-a.r-c" Before 
Heidegger, Adorno, or Danto, Benjamin evoked such a p_�f:�.P-�C.tiv.e.,...irt1!_ 
tone that alternated between manife�t--satiifiiction�-a-e�p�-i�, ��9 ___ !1_Qs_�_�lgia. 

-In-the 1 93 5  Expose and in "The Work of Art, " he i�_�Q!lYjllce.iLth!JJ-.fi:IL�Ul 
be replaced by technology and that other funcrions wi ll  replace those of the 
m�g-ical do_ffi.lnadon ofnar�-re a�d sacred �i-ruat:functiQg_$. - �hat wiiTheip us. 
�sJapt-to a peri lou� -���ironment , that �;llroffer us a form of therapy to .heal 
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: collective psycho;;�s through la!lghter and a kn�v.vl�c:lg_e._th�t allows___!:ls to ge� 
'O;:!Lhearings�Tn th� sociaJ sp_�ce. Whate�er rhe case, rh�-imperarives either 
to liquidate the aura or to preserve its memory are dictated by a concern for 
a form of public communication: In "The Work of Art," that seems to be the 

. function ofcfnema, compared to the privatization of the aura in other arts 
and in bourgeois culture generally. 

According to the essays of the last period, in which the d istance 
imposed by the work of art of the past goes hand in hand with a public 
communication that keeps tradition alive, the arts of storytell ing and of 
painting seem to have had that function. The arts _of _f!lechanical reQroduc_: __ _ 

tion are now interpreted as degraded .forms of coofronta.tiQfl. __ Q�.�-���g-�n 
i�oTaied-

individual and a mecha:nis111. In the firs� �-h�Qry o(c;_in�m�_,_ili!s ne� 
- art was celebrated in the name of an-1it-t�rpretation _qfJh�--J�chnqJQgy�of 
reproduction guaranteeing a public s·tatus to the forms of representation; i�
tl-le-·second, that art, which is no longer an art, seems· rO-disapp-oi!_if-such--aii 
e�pectation: Technology appears as a privatizing force., .�� - it wil�j!l. tact be 
in the automobi le and television. 

' 'On Some Motifs in Baudelaire," which formulates the second theory, 
is one ofBenjamin's most complex texts. He once rnore takes up the themes 
of experience and memory as t hey were i ntroduced in "The Storyte ller. "  He 
underscores the changes they have undergone in  the modern big city, the 
f��t of the crow:d, and the e�p��_ences of shQc_� !-fe returns to the stat�sof 
mechanical reproduction and ,  above all ,  delves deeper into the theory of the 
beautiful and of modern art in a way that both explains and modifies the 
sacrifice of the aura in "The Work of Art ." This essay by Benjamin, the final 
formulation of his aesthetic thought, is linked to the formulation in the 
essay on Goethe's ElecthJe Affinities. But he is no longer concerned either 
with the symptoms of urban life under the hold of the fetishism of the 
commodity or with the false consciousness ofbohemia; neis now.:.<:;_Qfl(ern_ed 
wjth the_ tntth.of� work of art , whose gesture contains a historical knowl-
e_�ge offered for phii�sophr��t ' interpretation. 

· · -- -·- ·· - - ·  - .... ., ________ 
_ 

-The_themes of experience and memory_ are developed throl!gh �h�ir 
for@�_lation in late-nineteenth-century phi losophies, from Baud�laire 's to 
Bergson's to· Proust's .  According to Benjamin, the introductory poem of 
Flowers of Evil is addressed to a reader who does not favor lyric poetry. Poetry 
has lost contact with the reader's experience. Benjamin explains that break 
through his early theory of a change affecting the very structure of experi
ence (Illuminations, 1 5 6) .  As if to supply the proof, the "philosophy of 
life"-Dilthey, Klages, and Bergson-attempted , beginning at the end of 
the nineteenth century, £2_c::kfig�_::.true:...experience-in-opposition to the 
�)Cperience encountered "in the standardized, denatured life of the civilized 
masses" - (ll?u?iiiiictiions, -r56). These are the masses of modern . readers-who 
take no interest in  poetry, to the point that Apollinaire could imagine a 
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pogrom directed against poets . Among the vi talist thinkers , Benjamin gives 
preference to Bergson,  who "preserves l inks with empirical research" (Illu
minations, 1 5  7). But, in  the style of Critical Theory, he criticizes philosophers 
as a whole for not beginning with "man's l ife in society" (Illuminations, 1 56) .  
He wishes to deal wi th the themes of that philosophy from a point of  view 
that integrates the results obtained by the social sciences, and especially by 
Marxism and psychoanalysis . 

Bergson's Matiere et mbnoire (Matter and memory) links experience to 
memory, in other words, to the transmission of tradition. "Experience is 
indeed a matter of existence," wri tes Benjamin, "in collective existence as 
well as private l ife" (Illuminations, 1 5  7).  Experience " is  less the product of 
facts firmly anchored in memory than of a convergen�e in memory of 
accumulated and frequently unconscious data" (Illuminations, 1 5  7) .  This 
unconscious part of experience escapes Bergson, as does the h istorical 
character of experience, the "inhospitable, J?Jinding�_'_experience that be
longs to the age of"big-sc;_ale indusrriaiiZ-ad�n" (Illuminations, 1 5  7 ). Bergson 

-- - - --------

fixes his attention only on thereverse of that experience, that of duration, 
which he describes in such a way, according to Benjamin ,  that " the reader 
is bound to conclude that only a poet can be the adequate subject of such 
an experience" (lll11-minations, 1 5  7) .  

In  fact,  i t  was a writer who rested the Bergsonian theory of experience. 
Proust's Remembran��_ ofThings Past is for Benjamin an attempt to reconsti
,.tute the experience of duration under current soc1af co�cliri9f.J:s .  ":Proust is 
led to distance him-self from the Bergsonia�-concepti-;n of ·pure memory,- -

"which "leads us to believe that turning to a contemplative acttializa.tiori ''of 
the stream of l i fe- is a matter of free choice" (Illuminations, i 5 1-1 58) .  In 
ins ist ing on the powerlessness of "volunrary memory" and on the fortuitous 
character of the advent of " involuntary memory," Proust unders_cg�es the 
difficulty in the modern age of having ari�Experience in d1� ful l  sense of the 
term . Experience-as the essay "The Storyteller" had already unde�sc·o-red:_ 
has become "issueless [and] priva�e': and,  in  that way, is both i-naccessible 
and incommunicable. This evolution, according to Benjamin,  is  due to the 
fact that modern man is " increasingly unable to ass imila�� - -�h-� _qata of the 
world around him by way of experience" (lllmninations, 1 5 8). Benjamin is 
summarizing the argument of his earl ier essays by making of the modern 
press both a cause and a symptom of the growing cleavage between 
i nformation and experience. Information no longer provides r�aders _ _ �_i_th 
stories to "pass . . .  on as experience to those l istening" (Illuminations, 1 59), 
and thus i t  contributes to the privatization of e�perience. _C:_���-��-�9 to 
the Herculean and heroic task of modernity, l i terature is obliged to compen
sate for that gap: "Proust's eight-volume work conveys an id�� of the efforts 
i t . 'took--to restore the figure of t,he storyteller to the present generation" 
(Illuminations, 1 59). 



2 1 0  CHA P TE R  II. THE O R Y O F  A R T  

The tendency toward the Rrivatization of existence seems to be l inked 1to the development of rechnolo�fre-production- �hat bring the i ndivid-
1ual face to face with the mechanism while cutting him off from the 
/community. This vision of the modern wo�ld allows Be�tlj_�_min _ _tCLgiv.e a 
1 definirion-og�---mcomparible wi�-�- -tb� theses in  '�'tbe_Work of Art .. -of 
experience a�d ri tual in the-ir ;o�pathological for� : 

Where there is experience in the strict sense of the word , certain contents 
of the i ndividual past combine with material of the collective past . The 
rituals with their ceremonies ,  their festivals (qu ire probably nowhere 
recalled in  Proust 's work) kept producing the amalgamation of these two 
elements of memory over and over again . They triggered recollection at 
certain  times and remained handles of memory for a lifet ime. In this way; 
voluntary and involuntary recollection lose their mutual exclus iveness .  
(ll/11minations, 1 60) 

Between the first and the second sentence ,of this passage, Benjamin 
moves from the present tense to �he imperfect :  He is not unaware that his 
model of intact experienc-ebelo�gs r� an age that has passed. Between this 
model and the contemporary e ra,  no mediation is poss ib le . On l y  a messianic 
perspective-a confirmation of the gap existing between the present and a 
reconciled future-al lows us to imagine a restoration ofi�l -��P�!l_�_nc�_ 
Without ritual and its ceremonies , experience can present itself only i n  the 
degraded form of "l i_y_�g_ f:��rie11ce" (Erlebnis) which art alone, through a 
heroic effort ,  can transform into a true experience (Erfahrung), now confined 
to li terature. Contrary to the theses in "The Work of Art ," it is in ritual 
form that art is placed in the service of social l ife .  "The Work of Art" showed 
the powerlessness of any attempt aimed at restoring ritual within the 
framework of rnodern society, but, at the same time, it opened the perspec
tive of a society reconciled with technology. As soon as such a reconci l iation 
has been ruled out by virtue of the profound nature of technology-the 
source of a relation between the iso lated i ndividual and the mechanism
Benjamin can no longer abandon the idea of a reactualization of ri tual. He 
does not imagine a type of social relation, resolutely profane, in which 
ind ividuals would invent nonreligious forms of exchange and transmission 
of experiences , forms with which li terature and modern art have long since 
begun to experiment. 

Benjamin draws on certain hypotheses from psychoanalysis to deter
mine the relation between v��!��-�_ry f!1emory. (identifie_9 _wj_dt,onsJ;io_us
ness) and involuntary memory (identified wi th the unconsci()us)., Accorc.ii f1g 
to Freud's Beyond tbe Pl�asure Principle, consciousness- and th� �emory- tr�ce 
are mutual ly exclusive, si nce the function of consc iousness is to protect the 
psychic system agai nst excessive excitation: 
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"Becoming conscious and leaving behind a memory trace are processes 
incompatible wi th each other within one and the same system. "  Rather, 
memory fragments are "often most powerful and most enduring when 
the incident which left them behind was one that never entered con
sciousness . "  Put in Proustian terms, this means that only what has not 
been experienced explici tly and consciously, what has not happened ro 
the subject of an experience, can become a component of the nufmoire 
im1o/ontaire. (Illuminations, ,1 5 9-1 60) 

2 1 1 

The function of consciousness would thus be to party the(�provoked 
not by "experience" in the ful l  sense of the term bur by rraurr1atic " lived 
experiences ,"  which are more and more frequen t in modern l i fe .  That is what 
leads the reflection back to i ts starting point, the relat io� between experi
ence and poetry: "That the shock is thus cushioned , parried by conscious
ness , would lend the incident that occas ions it the character of having been 
l ived in the strict sense. If it were incorporated directly in the registry of 
conscious memory, it would steri lize this incident for- poefi-c-ex.P.ertehce" 
(Illuminations, 1 62) .  Under these - condiri;ns ,  " rheqllestion-S""uggests lts�lf 
how lyric poetry can have as i ts basis an experience for which the shock 
experience has become the norm" (1/!ttminations, 1 62) .  In all l ikelihood, this 
would resemble the l i terature, from Poe's through Baudelaire 's to Valery's ,  
that i s  dist inguished by i ts high degree of consciousness and calculation. 

Benjamin first proposes to i l luminate the ways that this modern poetry, 
exposed to the steri l izing shock of poetic experience, nevertheless succeeds 
in restoring experience . A first  explanation is suggested in the way that 
Baudelaire portrays h imself, presenti ng the poetic labor as a kind of 
"fencing . "  A second seems to be provided by "Spleen de Paris ,"  which 
associates the ideal of poetic prose with " the frequenting of enormous cit ies . "  
The shock to  be  parried now seems to emanate from the amorphous crowd 
of_ passersby, which is only implicidy present in Baudelaire's poetry but 
whose obsessive omnipresence Benjamin thinks he can demonstrate .  The 
example of a shock experience is provided in the sonnet "A une passante ," 
a fleeting encounter -i n  the crowd of the big city; very unl ike the love poem, 
this sonnet evokes only �he "l ived experience" of "the kind of sexual shock 
that can beset a lonely man" (/ 1/t�minations, 1 69). These verses "reveal the 
stigmata which l i fe in a metropolis inflicts upon love" (Illuminations, 1 69). 
Nevertheless, the crowd is not only "an opposed , antagonistic element, this 
very crowd [also) brings to the city dweller the figure that fascinates . The 
delight of the urban poet is love-not at first sight, but at last sight" 
(1 !lttminations, 1 69) .  This sonnet is the very model for the transformation of 
�-"Jj_y_�_g __ ��P�-�ien���- in�Q __ an experience jn rh�. ful l  s�nse of the t�I]). From 
the pathology-�(experien��--r�-;;�derniry, Baudelaire7ashf��� a l i terary 
experience of great intensi ty. That was only possible, accord ing to Benjamin ,  
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because Baudelaire, through the idea of correspondances, had a notion of true 
experience that was linked to ritual. 

The essay then examines the perception of the crowd in  the nineteenth 
century, the crowd of the popular classes and the vast public for Victor Hugo, 
the frightening crowd in the work of the young Friedrich Enge ls in London, 
the disturbing crowd in Edgar Allan Poe's "The Man of the Crowd,"  which 
Baudelaire translated . Be�i�min shows- that- ci:v:iliz.ed _ _  people .inJ�x�-�!£!� 
have returned to a savage- st�te; io, _Qt_her_words, they have lost the se_o._s_e __ of 

- �Fia(tJnkr-ifidiviCfua!� _wi_thi� _the/�ommunity. _ ,  Benjarojn arrribute_s____ili_� 
_ _!�t�!:l-�Q_bar��ri��-�-0 m?��hQol{?gya_�9' among other_����_g��-�_pse_ 
techniques of reproduction such as photography-aiidl'i1m ·mat he h�d.earlier 
celeorated as factors favoring the-seculirization- -ofthe a.ura and as the.mean�, 
at1oviinJ:rfor-die-sarisfacrion of the legitimate asp�_ration� Qf.�.h�--!11�����=-

Comfort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those en joying i t  closer to 
mechanization. The i nvention of the march around the m iddle of the 
n ineteenth century brought forth a number of innovations which have 
one thing in  common: one abrupt movement of the hand triggers a 
process of many steps . . . .  Of the countless movements of switching, 
inserting, pressing, and the l ike, the "snapping" of the photographer has 
had the greatest consequences . A touch of the finger now sufficed to fix 
an event  for an unlimited period of t ime.  The camera gave the moment 
a posthumous shock, as it were. (Illuminations, 1 74-1 7 5) 

In the first chapter of "The Work of Art," this same process of accelerating 
reproduction was presented under more promising auspices . The following 
passage, dealing with cinema, from "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire," 
completes the reversal of the 1 93 5 text: 

Thus technology has subjected the human sensorium to a complex kind 
of train ing .  There came a day when a new and urgent need for stimuli 
was mer by the film. In a film, perception in  the form of shocks was 
establ ished as a formal principle . That which determines the rhythm of 
production of a conveyor belt is the basis of the rhythm of reception i n  
the film. (Illuminations, 1 75 )  

In "The Work of  Art;' this same acceleration due to  the development 
of reproduction techniques appears as a salutary exercise allowing modern 
humanity to adapt to a dangerous environment (G.S. ,  1 :7 1 7). Benjamin's 
new evaluation of technology leads him to underscore only the aspect that 
i�_9e�9ctive, 9��ly, to experien�e in g�neral . The model is provided i�
therelation betwe-en. the-worl<er ancfd1e--machine. Supported by a series of 
quotations from Marx, Benjamin contrasts this relation, defined as a 
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succession ofsfi-ocks, ·to the fluidity that characterizes arrisanal work (I!ltt-
-
minations, 1 76�pite of the difference of the spheres of activi ty, he then 
establishes an analogy between the worker at his machine and the gambler, 
between the <( jolt" in the movement of the machine and rhe "throw" (coup) 
in  the game of chance (Illuminations, 1 7 7) .  

But what matters most in  this analogy is once more the idea of the loss 
of experience. If, in "Le jeu, (The game), Baudelaire-without being 
himself a gambler-identifies with gamblers' empty passion, i t  is because 
"he too has been cheated out of his experience-a modern man" (Illumina
tions, 1 80). The concept of experience once more reveals its theological 
backdrop. The allusions to Goethe, then the comparison between the ivory 
marble on the roulette wheel and the fa ll ing star, refer to the essay on 
Goethes's Elective Affinities. According to Benjamin,  the gambler's greed i s  
opposed to "a wish i n  the strict sense of the word" which " i s  a kind of 
experience" (Illuminations, 1 78-1 79): 

"What one wishes for in one's youth , one has in abundance in old age," 
said Goethe. The earl ier in life one makes a wish, the greater one's chances 
that it will be fulfilled . The further a wish reaches out in t ime, the greater 
the hopes for i rs fulfillment. But it is experience that accompanies one 
to the far reaches of time, that fi lls and divides time. Thus a wish fulfilled 
is the crowning of experience. In folk symbolism, distance in space can 
take the place of distance in time; that is why the shooting star, which 
plunges into the infinite d istance of space, has become rhe symbol of a 
fulfilled wish. The ivory ball which rolls into the next compartment, the 
next o1rd which l ies on rop are the very antithesis of a falling star. 
(ll/mninations� 1 79) 

G�mbling time is an infernal time, in the rheological sense of the term, 
because i t  represents a loss of patience in waiting for the "wish and because 
it knows nothing of the fulfi llment of experience, the salvation that i s  
granted only to the one who earns i t ,  not to the one who forces it :  The 
gambler himself " has a hand in i t"  (Il!Jnninations, 1 79). Yet the necessary 
distance of experience is that which, according to the essay on photography 
and film, is inherent in the aura. There is tb�� - �.Q_i!l}_�-h�_f!_tj_� - ��perience 
without th�_r�,_without ritu�l .�Q'c;Ijraditio.n,_without: at--leas-ra-memory 
oTtfleser��lities. --------·-· ···-- ··- -·· --

,.....------·- " 
The essay then returns to the ini tial reflection on duration and 

memory, in order to comprehend , beginning from what has just been said ,  
the sense ofT he Flowers of Evil. Proust had observed that " time i s  peculiarly 
chopped up in Baudelai re ;  only a very few days open up, they are 
s ignificant ones" (quoted i n  lll11minations, 1 8 1 ). According to Benjamin ,  
these are the days of authentic experi ence . It is these days of remembrance 
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that Baudelaire associates with correspondances. These correspondances, wri tes 
Benjami n ,  

record a concept o f  experience which includes ritual elements .  Only b y  
appropriati ng these elements was Baudelaire able r o  fathom the ful l  
meaning of  the  breakdown which he ,  a modern man , was witnessing . 
Only in this way was he able to recognize in i t  the challenge m eant for 
h im alone, the chal lenge which he incorporated in the Flem·s du mal. 
(Illuminations. 1 8 1 )  

This passage announces the final  reversal o f  the essay, the reversal 
that d ist i nguishes it from ''The Storyteller. "  What Benjamin  could not 
admit  regardi ng epic li terature-the profound modification that would 
make i t  accede to modernity-he conceives i n  lyric poetry. This  evolution 
is d ifferentiated both from the evolution that substi tuted photography 
and film for painting , and from the i rremediable loss without compensa
tion that characterized the end of storytell ing.  To be a modern within a 
trad i tional  form that no longer has any hold on conternporary real i ty, one 
must have a not ion, a memory of that aura and that experience that are 
broken down by modern real ity. Accord ing to Benjamin the experience 
of Baudelairean correspondances "attempts to establish i tself in crisis-proof 
form . This  is poss ible only with i n  the realm of the ri tual . If i t transcends 
th is  realm ,  i t  presents i tself as the beautiful .  In  the beautiful  the ri tual 
value of art appears" (Illuminations, 1 82) .  

This ambiguous definition conti nues to give precedence to the type of 
community in which ritual has rernained intact, one that knows nothing of 
the artistic beautiful in the grandi loquent sense. ���e beautiful , and in  
pa_rt_icular. th<:? art istic beautifu_l , appf!ars· oi'lly wh>n-experteiic�e-ca·��i:l.Q]_o!}gti 
r�_present i tself within �Tt�al .  Th�-ambigui ty b(tb�_beautif�tLr�sides in the 
fa��tthat 1r1srhe--o�ly ._res<:?Ptacle __ _Qfexper-ience when- riti1;f �s under attack 
from social seculariza.tio-�, bux· ft i� -sritrorilyan expede-n(:e- o{subsrirurion 
and is  thus suscept ible to crises . In  a long note, Benjami n  insists on the 
"aporetic" character of the beautiful, which is manifested through the 
"appearance" l inked to it .  

This appearance is manifested from the historical perspective,  through 
the fact,  observed by Goethe, that "everything that has had a great effect 
can really no longer be evaluated" (Il!Nminations, 1 99); in other words,  the 
identity of the object escapes us by vi rtue of the fact that admiring gazes, 
in the end, vei l  the work of art . "Beauty," writes Benjamin ,  " is an appeal to 
joi n those who admi red it at an earlier time" (ll111minations, 1 98). Adm i ra
tion harvests only uwhat earlier generations have admired in i t "  (IIlum.ina
tions, 1 98-1 99). It is nonetheless true that the cri ticism of every age 
discovers a beauty that is proper to it ,  and, in doing so, destroys a part of 
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the beauty transmitted . In i l lustrating h is thesis of the aporetic character 
of the beautiful and of art, Benjamin seems to identify the beautiful with 
what persists and is fixed in  the historical chain of admiration. 

In a more essential way, appearance comes into bei ng i n  the relation 
between the beautiful  and nat11re. According to a formulation in the essay 
on Goethe's Elective Affinities, the beautiful is what "rernains true to i rs 
essent ial nature only when vei led " (I !luminations, 1 99) .  For aesthetic cri t i
cism, then,  the goal is to respect this vei l and not strip the work of art of 
what conferred consistency on i t .  But in  attempting to explain his idea at 
this poi nt,  Benjamin may merely have complicated it :  

The correspondances tell us what i s  meant by such a vei l .  We may call i t ,  
in  a somewhat dari ng abbreviation , the  "reproducing aspect" of the  work 
of art. The correspondances constitute the court of judgment before which 
the object of art is found to be a faithful reproduction--which , to be 
sure, makes it enti rely problematic. If one attempted to reproduce this 
aporia through language, o ne would define beauty as the object of 
experience in  the state of resemblance. This definit ion  would probably 
coincide wi th Valery's formulation : "Beauty may require the servile 
imitat ion of what is indefinable in objecrs . "  (/1/mninations� 1 99) 

What is aporetic in the case of appearance would thus be tied to the 
notion of  a fai thful reproduction of the "object of experience" or a resem
blance to that object. Reproduction and resemblance are concepts that refer 
to the type of symbolic relation between the work of art and what i t  refers 
to . In "On the Mimetic  Faculty, "  Benjamin speaks of a "norisensuous 
s imi lari ty" that is a determining factor i n  the origin of human language. 
This paradoxical expression might rest on a mystical i nterpretation of the 
symbolic relati on to the obj ect of experience. As he has always done, 
Benjamin  rejects the idea of the arbi trary or conventional character of 
symbols. In The Origin of German Tragic Drama. he undertook to show that 
even �llf:gQ�y, _ _far froiT_l __ hs.ing__g__n abstract and purely conventional meaning,  __ 
i s  ��7orm of origi�-;.1 �xpression. Th-e proc���-�-namillg--c>r-of-symbolizing -�;;-

-general preoccupies Benjamin in al l  his reflections . The central concept of 
origin and the notion of the prehistoric refer back to the emergence of the 
symbol from an authentic experience. Benjamin refuses to see the symbol 
cleanly severed from the symbol i zed and from experience. "The orig in is the 
goal" because one must always reconnect wi th the point of emergence. 
Above all, the enigmatic character of that emergence i s  tied to the fact that 
Benjamin deciphers in it both a symbolic process and a historical event of 
ontological and theological scope: The fact that a symbol comes i nto being 
const itutes a caesura in the messianic process of history. If we wish to discern 
the rat ional foundation of Benjamin 's concept ion, we have to dissociate i t  
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from its roots i n  the theory of language and in the mystical relation to the 
object of experience. The work of art is situated at the juncture of these 
fields, inasmuch as it constitutes a form of symbol that, before being 
publ icly readable, presupposes a break with communication , the installation 
of a new "origin" of language, a "private" symbol, irreducibly unique and 
new, seeking to have its eloquence acknowledged . The artistic symbol, 
which might have been madness pure and simple, is rational only through 
the anticipation of an exemplarity that makes it intelligible, that makes it 
the object of an experience that can be shared: I ts eloquence cannot i n  fact 
be acknowledged except inasmuch as the new symbol has the abi lity to 
reveal to us a new object of experience and to evoke a new reality that we 
were not capable of naming.  The artistic symbol never fully accedes to the 
status of abstract and conventional meaning but-in an ever renewed 
disturbance of codified language-remains l inked to i ts origin in a singular 
experience to which it bears witness, an individual but historically s ituated 
experience, exemplary in the issues it addresses and intelligible for all . 

Benjamin, along with Baudelaire, links this experience that is "prior 
to" the artistic symbol (which refers back to i ts irreducibly unique origin) 
to the "Rousseauist" theme of Paradise lost 1 3 : "The correspondances are the 
data of remembrance-not historical data, but  data of prehistory. What 
makes festive days great and significant is the encounter with an earlier l ife" 
(Illuminations, 1 82). Hence the kinship between festive days and works of 
art ; both bring together a singular origin and an actualizing repetition. But, 
by reason of the historical process of secularization, the "ri tual" experience 
is only the idyllic backdrop against which the contemporary reality of spleen 
or the destruction of the aura stands out : "Le Printemps adorable a perdu son 
odeur.'" (Spring, the Beloved , has lost its scent); Benjamin interprets this 
l ine using a Proustian vocabulary: 

The scent is the inaccessible refuge of the m6noire involontaire . . . .  If the 
recognition of a scent is more privi leged to provide consolation than any 
other recol lection, this may be so because it deeply drugs the sense of 
rime. A scent may drown years in the odor it recalls . This gives a sense 
of measureless desolation to Baudelaire's verse. For someone who is past 
experiencing, there is no consolation. (Illuminations, 1 84) 

Spleen results from the reification of time through the domination of 
voluntary memory and clock time; for experience, it substitutes the lived 
experience provoked by the shocks of modern life . According to Benjamin, 
"Spleen" and "Vie anterieure"  are "the scattered fragments of genuine 
historical experience" (Illuminations. 1 85 ). True experience is an amalgam 
of "prehistory" and dock time. 

Benjamin applies the results of his examination of experience to the 
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status of the arts of technical reproduction. Photography, the medium of 
the "optical unconscious" in  "The Work of Art, " is here an i nstrument i n  
the servi ce o f  voluntary memory :  

If  we  designate as aura the associations which, a t  home in the memoire 
involontaire, tend to cluster around the object of a perception,  then i ts 
analog ue in the case of a util itarian object is the experience which has 
left traces of the practiced hand. The techniques based on the use of the 
camera and of subsequent analogous mechan ical devices extend the range 
of the mbnoire volontaire; by means of these devices they make it poss ible  
for an event a t  any  time to  be  permanently recorded in terms of sound 
and s ight. Thus they represent important achievements of a society i n  
which practice i s  i n  decline. (Illuminations, 1 86) 

Technology is a stopgap measure allowing us to satisfy a need but not 
to preserve that vital resource of involuntary memory, the source of the aura. 
In "The Work ofArt , "  fi lm prevai led over pai nting, both owing to i ts abil i ty 
to penetrate real ity l ike a surgeon and i ts capacity for satisfying the demand 
for simultaneous perception by a large audience. I-Iere, painting is rehabil i 
tated ; i t  alone is capable of offering to the gaze that of which our eyes "will  
never have their fi ll " :  "What d i-stinguishes photography from painting is 
therefore clear, and why there can be no encompassing principle of 'creation' 
appl icable to both: to the eyes that will  never have their fil l  of a pai nting ,  
photography is  rather like food for the hungry o r  drink for the thirsty" 
(Illuminations, 1 87 ). 

Painting satisfies infinite desire, whereas photography, accordi ng to 
this text, confines i tself to satisfying a need rhat nothi ng can further 
transfigure. As in "The Storyteller, "  technical reproduc�Q-� _ _ _  Q_ri_gg� __ on_ly __ _ 

losses : 

The crisis of artistic reproduction which manifests itself in this way can 
be seen as an in tegral part of a crisis in perception itself. What p revents 
our delight in the beautiful from ever being satisfied is rhe image of the 
past,  which Baudelaire regards as vei led by the tears of nostalgia . . . .  
I nsofar as art aims at the beautiful and, on however modest a scale, 
" reproduces" it,  i t  conjures i t  up . . .  out of the womb of rime. This no 
longer happens in the case of technical reproduction . (The beautiful  has 
no p lace in i t . )  (Illllminations, 1 87) 

In "The Work of Art ,"  Benjamin saw this as one of the contributions of 
the arts of technical reproduction, which were emancipated from an appear
ance l inked to cult value. H ere , he sees the absence of beauty and of 
involuntary memory as an insurmou ntable deficiency of photography. In 
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"The Work of Art, " -t�I_!�iety and a_l ie�io� tJ:t��_ie actor injront
()(the.le_o� w�r_e_comp_�nsa.tedJo�_�_ reversibility_ QP�f::9!�s}TE_�erence 
between author and audience, actor and producer tended toiSecome ElUtred� 
Here, Benjamin r�tains only the inhumagity nf pJ.10tographic equipment: 
"The camera records our l ikeness witho�t returning o��r ·g-;;�.�This aliena:
d�n complements that which wrenches the photographic image away from 
the resources of involuntary memory: 

But looking at someone carries the implicit expectation that our look 
will  be returned by the object of our gaze . Where this expectation i s  met 
(which, i n  the case of thought processes , can apply equally to the look of 
the eye of the mind and to a glance pure and s imple), �.-ffiercis an 
e�P-erience of the aura to the fullest extent . . . .  [It] thus rests on the 
transposit ion-or--a- response- -conrmon - In human relat ionships to the 
relat ionship between the i nan imate or natural object and man. The 
person we look at, or who feels he is being looked at, looks at us i n  turn . 
To perceive the aura of an object we look at means to invest it with the 
abi l ity to look at us in return . This experience corresponds to the data of 
the memoire involontaire. (Illuminations, 1 88) 

This transpos ition of intersubjectivi ty to i nanimate nature, adds Ben
jamin, is "one of the sources of poetry" (Illuminations, 1 89 ,  trans lation 
modified). Intersubjecrivi ty and involuntary memory are thus l inked 
through traditional activities. Tradition is transmitted through language 
or, in a general way, through symbols .  Benjam in  makes this process enig
matic by attempting to conceive of it in terms of perception and the gaze. 
The intersubjectivity of the gaze without speech can only be "the observa
tion of an observation . "  It is thus impossible to enter " into the views" of 
others and understand them.  Reveal ingly, Benjan1 in  discovers intersubjec
r ivity, which has very-- little-place in his thinki ng, only through the detour 
of the mystical or poetic relar iop. to nature; such a relatio-n rakes-the-place 

/ - --·-·· of the break in the tie betweeiT-persu-ns whose gazes no longer respond to 
one another: Baudelai re ccdescribes eyes of which one is incl ined to say that 
they have lost their abi l i ty to look" (Illuminations, 1 89). 

Final ly, Benjamin  once more rakes up the theme of rh�-�.df:_dine...o£ 
�D�� this ..£.0'te through B �l1?elaire and i n  a 11].�nne.r.xhat_Q_�ffers from 
h is treatment of i!Jn-''Tne"Work .. ofArt"-and fhat rerrospecrively�·m.a·kes 

-- {r-intell{glble. In f��t�,�ne of the iritentions 'Offfiis last-essay�orrBa:udehrire 
is no dOubtt� make comp.��hensible-. . -and perhaps- -to excu:se=-�f\�-e�per1-
menral radical i ty of �"fhe Work of Art . "  Thr<?l1gh the example of Baude
l�Ii�;l:Jeiijam1f1 attempts ro_show char the sacrifice 0(rhe a·�ra c;orrespg[!ds· 
to_�- P-.rqf9urid. necess ity of artistic mocfe-rriTry:·:.�u·t· this sacrifice must now 
b� _ _ inscribed within the very tradifiqn orart, i nstead of moving with 
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weapons and gear in to the camp of that barbarous enemy, techn ical 
reproduction . 

Benjamin  thus rediscovers the "decl ine of the aura" i n  The Flowers of 
Et.1il through this theme of "eyes of which one is i ncli ned ro say that they 
have lost thei r abil i ty to look. "  These are the eyes of nymphs, which replace 
the erotic magic of rhe returned gaze with the s imple power of sexual 
attraction. As in the case of the passante, the passerby, Baudelai re has 
transformed a degraded l ived experience into an experit:nce in  the full sense 
of  the term . Moreover, l ike Ben jamin,  he seems " to feel  something l ike 
pleasure i n  the degradation" of the dream (Illuminations, 1 9 1 ) . Referring to 
the landscape painting of h is day, Baudelaire says he prefers " the backdrop 
paint ings of the stage" : "Those th ings, so completely false, are for that very 
reason much closer to the truth, whereas the majori ty of our landscape 
painters are l iars , precisely because they fail  to lie" (quoted i n  Ill!anination.r, 
1 9 1  ) . Benjamin does not attempt to analyze this passagt:; he s imply suggests 
that Baudelai re " judge[s] landscapes by the standard of paintings i n  the 
booths at fairs . "  In some sense, the poet _ _ I!}flkes. the. prac:t_icaLd�mQnstratiorL 
of t}:l_� fienjaminian .theory of the cl isenchantmen� of art . -Jl}�--·�@�gi.s_ of 
d.istances"-the aura-must be dest.royed7n the name -of-truth. Landsc_�pe 
paint ings are a lie a� so_gl}_ �s . .rb�ir�upposed aura is a pure fictionJ3��delaire 

_]i��£pc)se� - to--�- :a-r� of r1ostalg ic co�pensar i-on thar \Vo�ld provide a 
substitute at.i"r� .i n .the pl��-� 9ft hat 3!h!ch was disappearing from real i ty. For 
Baudelai re, "the lyric poet with a/halo :� is "a�t-igua t-ed . "  In  "Perte d 'aur�ole" 
(Loss of hal�), one of the Petlts. poX";-;;-;�-;;���--(Sl�-�rt prose poems), he 
anticipates the degradation to which Dadaisrr1 subjects the image of the 
artist with a halo. In Ben jamin's view, this Baudelairean sacrifice corre
sponds to a profound logic of modern art . In a world in which, according 
to Apollinaire's ti tle, the poet is "murdered" in  the name of the most trivial 
i nterests, abandoned and "prodded" by the crowds ,  that i s ,  by the very 
people i n  whose name he rebel led in  abandoning the task of leading a l i fe 
worthy of the name, he refuses to be rhe prov ider of a consolatory beauty. 
He is himself witJ�P.!!Iil h�JQ_, a._r.!.� __ r_r::_g_�����f!n_at:t.that--sacrifices the halo to 
truth. ---- --- - ---

This is the nature of l ived experience to which Baudelaire has given the 
weight of true experience .  He indicated the price for which the sensation 
of the modern age may be had: the d is integration of the aura in the 
experience of shock. He paid dearly for consenting to this disintegra
tion-but it is the law of h is poetry. (11/mninatiom, 1 94, translation 
s lightly modified) 

Benjamin does not d i sti_D_g!::l_i_�h between auratic beauty and aesthetic 
y_�_l_�� What-mai:ters -here--i� the j ust ification o(;D -aes.rhe.r!C quafir·y in 
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Baudelaire's work that no longer has the status of a symptom. The founda
t ion of that poetry is nei ther "ritual .. nor "politics ,"  the choice formulated 
in "The Work of Art . .. It res ides in an aesthetic authenticity that has 
vanquished an experience void of substance. 

A L L E G O R Y, A VA N T- GA R D E, M O D E R NI T Y  

Even before posrmodern thinkers joined the fray, art theory had asked which 
philosophy best allowed i t  to account for the artistic avant-garde. Without 
a doubt, Adorno's ambition in Aesthetic Theory was to elaborate the avant
garde's conceptual bases after the fact; his borrowings (at t imes critical) from 
Benjamin's thought are considerable. In particular, his focus on the dialectic 
is  more Hegelian. In response, Peter Burger, drawing support from Ben
jamin in particular, disputes the pertinence of that philosophy of the 
avant-garde. 14 Adorno reestablishes the logic of aesthetic autonomy with
out taking into account the avant-garde cri tique ofthe "insti tution of art" 
and the project to reintegrate art into everyday l ife. Albrecht Wel lmer 
might object, to BUrger, that the elimination of autonomy and of aesthetic 
appearance and the generalized practice of art, required in  the mind of the 
avant-garde, runs the risk of leading to a false egalitarianism; according to 
Wellmer, i t  is only at the level of an aesthetics of reception that one can, 
envision a "transform��ion of the constellations in which art and everyday J!.f�--
are found each time."  

In  German aesthetics ,  avant-garde movements have been interpreted 
primarily in the light of the concepts elaborated by Benjamin  and Adorno. 
In  France, in contrast ,  whether or not a particular critic favors the avant
garde, he attempts to understand it through Nietzsche. 16 A phi losophical  
opposition to Nietzsche may bring with i t  an aesthetics-based hosti l i ty to 
avant-garde art ;  conversely, " to be avanr-garde" amounts to considering 
Nietzsche's thinking indisputable. 

I ndependent of any particular analysis of an avant-garde moment and 
its possible presuppositions-Nierzschean, Benjaminian,  or Adornian-we 
must first set aside any confusion due to an inadequate differentiation 
between the normative bases of phi losophy and attempts to account for the 
most radical artistic movements. Nietzsche makes the sovereignty of mod
ern art the foundation of h is phi losophical discourse. I nasmuch as that art 
tends to set aside any criterion bt·ot�ght in from the logical or moral order, 
letting stand only the cri teria of force and l ived intensity, 17 "truth" is only 
a vital i llusion and the truth of art a tonic lie. lB For Benjamin and Adorno, 
in contrast, the "truth content" of the work of art has not lost i ts logical and 
ethical stakes . Unlike Nietzsche , these thinkers have a tendency to make 
the opposi te mistake: They refuse to allow for a modern or avant-garde art 
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that would obey a purely aesthetic logic. Where Nietzsche bri ngs philoso
phy down to the level of a radically differentiated art , in relation both to 
discurs ive knowledge and to moral imperatives , Ben jamin and Adorno 
i nvest art with their own imperat ives, truth and justice, which are ulti
mately theological. 

It  remains to be seen whether the real avant-garde is  more of a 
"Nietzschean" orientation, in the sense of embracing amoralism and throw
ing out a challenge to d iscurs ive knowledge, or of a Benjaminian or 
Adornian orientation, in the sense of possess ing a strong imperative for truth 
and justice. Along with Kafka, Arnold Schonberg may be arnon� the most 
en lightening examples ofBenjaminian or Adornian orientation 1 -if these 
artists can really be cons idered representat ives of the avant-garde . There is  
no doubt that the rejection of traditional harmony has strong ethical 
resonances for these artists . For them, rheology functions as a barrier against 
a unilateral logic of art. It i s  not certain, however, that this is  true of the 
other masters of the avant-garde, such as Picasso or Duchamp, Wassi ly 
Kandinsky, or Joyce. Each of them had i nterpreters who were convinced 
that they had before them the true avanr-garde art. In any case, all modern 
art is the field of a polar tension: between a sovereignty of aesthetic logic 
that no cognit ive or moral cri terion can arrest, and a totality that would 
reintegrate these cri teria.20 Benjamin himself knew the temptation of the 
first of these paths , through romanticism and then surrealism and the 
cinema. But each t ime, he rejected this subversion in  the name of a theological 
subversion that seeks to be more rad ical , by postulating,  from the disorder 
it creates, the restoration of an ethical order. 

In Benjamin's work, the second tendency takes on success ively the 
forms of an aesthetics of the sublime, a "poli ricization" of avant-garde art, 
and a "sacritic_e.of-rhe aura" in rhe modern work of art . In every case, art 
moves away from the trajectory that the spontaneous movernent of mod
ernization would impose on i c. In  situati ng the break with the aura within 
the work of art and no longer in the move to a postarristic practice that 
favors only an apprenticeship of perception, the late Benjamin defined the 
framework within which Adorno's Aesthetic Theory would unfold . We do not 
find a univocal model of what modern art, avant-garde art, or contemporary 
art should be. The lesson of Benjamin's wri tings is ,  rather, that one must 
be wary of any general model and must adjust theory to phenomena. From 
Einbahnstrasse to "The Work of Art," from surrealism to revolutionary 
cinema, Benjamin attempts to conceptualize certain avant-garde move
ments. Beginning with "The Storyteller," he interests himself only in  
"modern" works of art: In the late reflections on  idleness in bourgeois society 
and i ts religious counterpart, " study," he l i nks Baudelaire to Kafka (G.S. , 
1 :  1 1 7 5-1 1 80). "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire" abandons any allegorical 
interpretation of The Flowers of Et,il. Certain cri tics have deduced from this 
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that Benjamin, having underscored the difference between baroque allegory 
and modern allegory in the fra�ments

. 
of "Central �ar�f " had finally 

abandoned the concept of allegory tn relatiOn to Baudelaire .- He neverthe
less maintained until the end the project of complement ing "On Some 
Mot ifs in Baudelaire" with or her "chapters" of the book, of which the first 
was to deal with "Baudelaire as allegorist. " Allegory, which links revolt  to 
the authoritarian gesture, remains in his view a pertinent response to 
abstract meaning as it characterizes modern i ty ;  through it ,  a theological 
promise i rrupts in homogeneous and empty t ime. 

More crit ics, however, have made of allegory the very model for an art 
that is no longer "organ ic, "  that is, for the avant-garde work of art in  
general . 22 This is hardly defensible. And finally, the method projected for 
Paris A rcades-in particular the "montage" of quotations-has often been 
considered "al legorical . "23 Certain formal analogies i nvite such extrapola
t ions: the fragmentary character of allegory ; the abstractly superimposed 
meaning ;  the melancholic relation to an apocalyptic h istory; the doubt in  
relation to  the  value of  art. In  addition, allegory, as  wel l  as the avant-garde 
work of art, breaks with the principles of class ical art : "Artists who produce 
an organic work," writes Peter BUrger, 

treat their material as something l iving. They respect i ts s ignificance as 
someth ing that has grown from concrete l ife s i tuat ions . For avant-gard
istes , on the other hand , material is just that, material . Their activity 
in i t ial ly consists in nothing other than in k i l l ing the " l i fe" of the 
material , that i s ,  in  tearing i t  our of i rs functional context that gives i t  
mean ing . Whereas the classicist recognizes and respects i n  the material 
the carrier of a mean ing , the avam-gardisres see only the empty sign ,  to 
which only they can impart significance .  The classicist correspond ingly 
treats the material as a whole, whereas the avanr-gardisre tears it out of 
the l ife total ity, isolates it ,  and turns it into a fragmenr.24 

Even if such a distinction between the "classicist" and the contempo
rary artist can be al lowed, it would still be difficult to recognize i n  the 
avant-garde artist thus defined a baroque playwright or a Baudelaire .  In 
contrast to baroque art, whose fragmentation is opposed to the harmonious 
totali ties of the Renaissance-and in which the d iscovery of nonsense 
threatening an immanence that had become profane was reversed when this 
empty world was reflected in abstract transcendence-we need to distin
guish modern art , which is more internalized , more subjective, more 
emancipated from representation, and more conscious of i ts paradoxical 
social role . Final ly, we need to dist inguish such modern art , st i l l  respectful 
of  the forms transmi tted, from an avanr-garde art that sovereignly makes 
use of i ts material to : translate "a derangement of all the senses," an 

) 
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experience radical ly foreign to everyday perception. Benjamin never pre
tended to present a theory of allegory in general ,  or, above all ,  a theory of 
modernity or of the avant-garde that would be in the fi rst place a theory of 
the al l egorical form. 2 5  At the very most, he attempted to explain the 
resurgence of an undeniably al legorical technique and spiri t  i n  Baudelaire's 
poetry. 

In Benjamin's oeuvre, the interest in  allegory grows out of an antimodern 
impulse; i t  is nevertheless inscribed within a movement characterist ic of 
aesthetic modernity. To elucidate the complex relation it entertains w i th 
"modernity," we need to recal l the overlapping i tinerary of his oeuvre . 
Benjamin begins, fi rst ,  from a phi losophy of language that is biblica l  in  
inspiration and opposed to  any modern l inguistics of the "arbi trariness of 
the  sign,"  but that refers to  the modern poetry of  Mallarme; he beg ins ,  
second, from the modern aesthetics of German romant icisrn ,  one of Mal
larme's sources, which had already opposed the vital sources of poetry
which was reestabl ishing i ts l inks to ancestral traditions-to social and 
scientific moderni ty. This aesthetic moderni ty seeks precisely to conquer, in 
the medium of language, the empty abstraction that results from the 
historical process consti turive of social moderni ry, of desacralization and 
rational ization. Bur ,  at the same time, i t  i s  in  sol idari ty with this_ m.gyement 
through i ts tendency toward disenchantment, th��- -}? ,·· ·i����-�ch as it is 
opposed to the myth -of the harmonious beautiful appearance that conceals 
the true nature of historical l i fe .  The essay on Goethe deploys this double 
orientation both in i ts opposi t ion to myth-through the sublime caesura· 
of the work of art-and in the rescue operat ion of messianic hope in artistic 
beauty. Elective Affinities a ttempts to undo the myth of the Enlightenrnent, 
of modern monll i ty and law, which i t  denounces as a fabric of i l lusions and 
finally as the source of a renewed fal l  i nto archaic destiny. Never, then, do-es 
Benjam in  succeed in perceiving the modern complementarity between the 
rad ical i ty of subvers ive art and that of j?_�g_fune reason . 

In his book on tragic drama-which also rakes up the polemic among 
modern ,  romantic, and ideal ist aesthetics , which are accused of having 

l misunderstood the theological dimension of allegory and the symbol-al
legory crystall izes this double movement. In the end ,  the destruction of the 
beautiful appearance and the revelat ion of the,deathly face of history change 
into a messian ic promise: . Evil is only al l egorical ,  a reflection of �he e.f!"!pty 
world in the pleni tude of God. The most disenchanted art, deprived of al l  
the charms of beauty, comes to provide support for a promise orilappj_lj��� 
as i t  is consti tuted in the profound nature of art . But the theological horizon 
of the baroque forbids any assimi lation between that art and moderni ty. 
What is m issing from Gerrnan tragic drarna, what keeps i t  from being 
modern, is  fi rst ,  the principle of aesthetic autonomy ,  and , second , radical 
independence from the soc ial powers of the cciurt-�-,.f the church. ---- - ---
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Avant-garde milieux led Benjamin to understand this; he then entered 
a second period in his aesthetic thought. From baroque allegory, he moves 
not to modernity bur to the avanr-garde, and especially Dadaism, surreal
i sm,  and Brecht 's polit ical rhew.From.a hidden, theological , heteronomy, 
he turns toward a subversion of aesthetic autonomy in the name of an 
attempt to integrate art and life .  He then sets aside aesthetic value and 
becomes interested in art 's contribution to the apprenticeship of perception 
among members of a society rich in dangers of every kind. The d isenchant
ment in this case reaches the point of a destruction of art. But such a horizon 
presupposes the promise of a radical change in l ife i tself. Art is sacrificed i n  
the name o f  exotericism and the social uti l i ty o f  techniques of reproduction. 

In the end, overcome by doubt regarding the consequences of a 
l iquidation of tradition, Benja_J!li!l __ E�rn�_9_ �way from the avant-garde to 
d�fend a certain mo.dernitY:-fhe avant-garde's- re}ecrioii ofrfle . rfieological 
founcfatioiis- ·of"art could be justified only insofar as it gave birth to a social 
solidarity that honored theological imperat ives . In the absente of such a 
solidarity, the beautiful remains the essential mediator of a memory of ritual 
solidarity, in the expectation of secularization. In "The Storyteller," Ben
jamin underscores the beauty of an art coiide-inried to disappear; Baudelaire's 
oe-U\I:t�_ reveals to him a disenchantment that preserves �h� .. ailrO�omy oL 
a�_thesj£:"forni: In-rhis--mode·rifwork .of art�-aflegory--��-i�nger has the sense 
merely of �n Trrupdon of transce-ndence In the profane world. It  fulfills a 
twofold function, both bursting the harmonious beautiful appearance that 
a highly pathogenic modern society seeks to bestow on itself, and safeguard-

; ing, in the autonomy of the work of art, the p_rQIILis_e_of happiness constitu-
' tive of art . -- - - ---- ----- - - - ------ ----- - - - . -- '--�·-------------

· ·· The· promise of happiness is inherent in  the heroic effort through which 
artistic modernity, particularly in al legory, is related to the greatness of 
ancient art. This effort consists in  transforming into "true experience" the 
vulgar and humiliating sensations that make up the daily l ife of modernity. 
When Baudelaire addressed the "hypocrite lertellr, " his "semblable, " his ''frere, " 
the intimate enemy of poetry and nonetheless his accomplice whom he 
cannot do without, he "indicated the price for which the sensation of the 
modern age may be had : the disintegration of the aura in the experience of 
shock" (Illuminations, 1 94). In opening the abyss between daily experience 
and the autonomous law of the work of art that no longer represents i t, the 
aesthetic s_'tlock pj tl}_�_!!}_QQ_�J:Q .WQ!:k _Q(5!r.talso .derounces any.rec.onc=il-iar-ion 
with a -�Q�ial world tha.t__jsj�.$�lf l!DT�c;QO.(it��l-�-- - Aesthetic autonomy and 
th� sh��king break with a trivial world are only two fac�f asingle logic 
th.�H, �n��le_ · f�<?"  pursue the escalation of shocks , .�.t evefy_ fl!q_fl?.���--j��-sks 
making modern art veer tQwar_d.its.��lf-di.ssolutioq. "What gua,ra.nte.es .. xhe 
au-rhentic-qiiaflty- of modern works of art?" asks Adorno. "It i s  the scars of 
damag� _arid disruption inflicted by them on rhe._ sn:ooth surface of the 
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immutable. Explosion is one of  the i nvariable trai ts of art, whose anti-tra
di t ional energy becomes a voracious eddy that consumes everything .  To that 
extent modernism is myth turned against i tself."27 To a great extent, this 
process i s  due to a confusion between the medium of experience proper to 
art, and the imperative for truth that is tradi tionally associated with i t; the 
destruct ion of harmony, of appearance, of total i ty is a subversion only of a 
tradit ional form of the medium of artistic experience, not of the medium 
i tself. 

Like Benjami n, Adorno shrinks from the radical i ty of contemporary 
art because he is seeking i n  it the guarantees of a concept of truth that 
transcends the l imits of reason .  Yet, i nasmuch as phi losophy has managed 
to establ ish the autonomy of the debate on truth, independent of the criteria 
provided by the most significant works of art, contemporary art has also 
l iberated i tself from the constraints that the avant-garde i mperati ve for 
truth i mposed upon i t. 
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His to ry, Po l i ti cs, Eth i cs 

TilE EPIS TEM O L O G Y  O F  PA R IS A R CA DE S  

Benjamin consigned his ideas on history to a folder entitled "Re the Theory 
of Knowledge, Theory of Progress": He published a few e lements of 
them-excluding,-however, the "theological" aspects-in his 1 937 essay 
"Eduard Fuchs, Collector and Historian . " 1 ln January 1 939, while rework
ing his essay on Baudelaire into "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire," he 
announced to l-Iorkheimer that he was beginning a new overall plan for 
Charles Baudelaire 

from the viewpoint of the theory of knowledge.  At the same time ,  what 
is becorning important is the concept of history and the role progress 
plays in it .  The act of destroying the representation of a continuum of 
culture, a destruction postulated in the essay on Fuchs, must have 
consequences for the theory of knowledge. One of the most imporrant 
of these seems to be to determine the l imits within which the concept 
of progress can be used in history. (G. S. , l :  1 22 5 ,  letter ofJanuary 1 939) 

A year later, another letter announced the provisional completion of 
the "Theses on the Philosophy of History" :  

I have just completed a certain number of theses on the concept of 
H istory. They are l inked to views outlined in chapter 1 of "Fuchs" but 
should also serve as a theoretical armature for the second essay on 
Baudelaire. They represent a first attempt to Set down an aspect of h istory 
that can establish an irremediable scission between our way of seeing 
things and the rel ics of positivism which , in my view, so profoundly mark 
even those concepts ofHistory that in themselves are the closest and most 

2 2 6 
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familiar to us. (G.S. , 1 : 1 2 2 5 , letter in French to Horkheimer, 22 
February 1 940) 

2 2  7 

Benjamin adds that these texts not only represent the already an
nounced i ntroduction to the Paris A rcades project-or to Charles Baudelaire, 
which was excerpted from it-but also attest to the fact that he fel t  moved 
"by the theoretical problems that the world situation unavoidably presents 
us with" (G.S. , 1 : 1 226) . 2  In April l 940, he explained to Gretel Adorno that 
the theses would reveal the long-standing foundations ofhis thought .  Thesis 
17 seemed particularly important to him, s ince it "ought to make t he 
hidden but conclusive tie appear between these reflections and my earl i er 
work, whose method i t  succinctly announces . "  And he added : "The war and 
the constel lation from which it developed have led me to put on paper a few 
thoughts , which I can say I have kept to  myself, even kept before me, for 
nearly twenty years" (G.S. ,  1 :  1 226) . Benjam in was no doubt alluding to the 
theologica l  ideas whose open expression he had set aside when he began to 
place his thinking within a materialist framework-not for twenty years , 
but for about fifteen; what went back twenty years was the apocalyptic 
perspective of the "Theologico-Pol i tical Fragment . "  

His first theological writings had represented a break with university 
neo-Kant ianism . In a sense, the return to those themes was provoked by t he 
analogy-through the idea of progress-between that neo-Kantianism and 
a certain Marxist and social democratic trad ition . Numerous neo-Kan
tians-in the drafts of the "Theses " we find the names "Schmidt and Stadler, 
Natorp and VorHinder" (G.S. , 1 : 1 23 1 )-were i n  fact eminent social demo
crats . As i n  his youth, then, Benjamin felt the need to mark a radical break, 
not this time with neo-Kantianism but with an ossified Marxism; and once 
more, theology seemed to him to offer the means for such a break. 

However, he ruled out the possibi l i ty of publication, which, he fel t ,  
could not  fai l  to  el ici t "enthus iastic misunderstand ings" (G.S. , 1 : 1 2 2 7 ,  
letter t o  Gretel Adorno, n .d .  [Apri l 1 940}) .  H e  probably feared such 
misunderstandings above al l from those of his  friends who had establ ished 
their solidari ty with the U .S .S .R .  and who, i t  seemed to h im ,  would have 
had a hard t ime accept ing his return to theological themes and categories . 
In  fact ,  however, Berrolt B recht ,  whose reaction he seemed to fear, received 
this text very favorably, though wi th some reservat ions (G. S. , 1 : 1 22 7 ,  
excerpt from B recht) . I t  i s  true, however, that B recht read i t  only after 
learning of Benjamin's death .  Another reason for Benjamin 's reluctance 
to publ i sh the "Theses" may have been h is awareness that he had not 
reached a definitive formulation .  The theses are presented in no set order, 
with no sequential argument .  Certa in of them intersect ;  others have an 
elaborately l i terary form and can be read in various ways . They are more 
l ike formulas and formulations to which he had become attached , even 
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though they were redundant from the theoretical point  of view. He wrote 
them down so as to see clearly into his own thinki ng, but t hey did not 
yet allow h im to explain his thoughts to others . Nor can they serve as a 
basis for a theoretical elaboration. Hence we can give only hypothetical 
i nterpretations of them. 

I t  was just before the Paris Arcades project in i ts "materialist" form 
that, for the first t ime, Benjamin called himself a "historian" rather than a 
"critic . "  Paris Arcades was an attempt to provoke a "historical awaken ing" 
through a criticism of the nineteenth century, whose impact was sti l l  being 
felt .  Benjamin seemed to realize that his philosophy of language did not i n  
i tself allow h i m  t o  ground the sociological and historical research h e  had 
undertaken. In 1 935 ,  he felt the need to elaborate, as a function of the Paris 
Arcades project, something equivalent to the "epistemo-crit ical prologue" 
that had served as an introduction to The Origin of German Tragic Drama. 
"Whereas the baroque book mobili zed i ts own theory of knowledge, this 
will be the case for Arcades at least to the same extent" (Correspondence, 482). 

The figure of the historian took shape with "The Storyteller" when 
Benjamin, revis ing the q_otion of " liquidation" proclaimed in "The Work 
of Art," rei ntroduced the concepts of tradit ion and memory. The historian 
thus emerged bearing the "theo logical " features of the "chronicler," who, 
according to Benjamin, is the precursor of modern historiography: 

The historian is bound ro explain in one way or another the happenings 
with which he deals; under no circumstances can he content h imself with 
displaying them as models of the course of the world . But this is precisely 
what the chronicler does, especially in h is classical representatives , the 
chroniclers of the Middle Ages, the precursors of the historians of today. 
By basing their historical tales on a divine plan of salvation-an i nscru
table one-they have from the very start l ifted the burden of demonstra
ble explanation from their own shoulders . Its place is taken by interpre
tat ion, which is not concerned with an accurate concatenation of definite 
events, but with the way these are embedded in the great i nscrutable 
course of the world . (Illuminations, 96) 

Just  as he had l itt le appreciation for the modern novelist, Benjamin 
was suspicious of the rational h istorian who "explained" events in terms of 
causali ty and motivation instead of presenting them as s ignificant i l lustra
tions of the "history of nature." Far from converting to an explanatory 
approach, the "historian" of the "Theses on the Phi losophy of History" 
inherited certain guali ties from the chronicler: 

A chronicler who recites events without distinguishing between major 
and m inor ones acts in accordance with the fol lowing truth :  nothing that 
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has ever happened should be regarded as lost for history. To be sure, only 
a redeemed mankind receives the fullness of i ts past--which is to say, 
only for a redeemed mankind has its past become citable in  all irs 
moments .  Each moment it  has lived becomes a citation a !'ordre dtt 
jo11r-and that day is Judgment Day. (Illuminations, 2 54; E.F. ,  340/ 

229 

For Benjamin, the chronicler remains the model for the h istorian: Both 
theological and material ist history considers events from the point of view 
of a decis ive del iverance. In giving narrative history precedence over ex
planatory history, Benjamin emancipates historiography from any scientific 
character, s ince he suspects the "science" of history of having empathy for 
and systematic complacency with regard to the victor. Between historicism 
and a history written from a mess ianic perspective, he sees l itt le place for a 
critical historiography. 

History is always both an act of narrat ion in relation to a determined 
horizon of i nterest into which the past is reappropriated and an orientation 
in relation to theoretical imperatives , without which the selection of 
material to be transmitted could only be arbitrary.4 Benjamin pushes the 
break with historicism to the point of a break with scientific history . .  He 
ci tes Nietzsche's The Use and Abuse of History: "We need history, but not the 
way a spoileq loafer in the garden of knowledge needs it" (quoted i n  
Illuminations, 260;  E.F.,  345 ). Benjamin i s  not simply aiming for a h istory 
that has been reappropriated from a " l iving" perspective. He thinks that the 
vital interest of history is l i nked to the point of view of the social c lass that, 
in each i nstance, carries the t.Qf..<;b_ of emancipation. The problern, then, i s  
to ascertain whether i t  i s  possible t�--wrrreliTstoryffom the point of view of 
the "struggl ing class" by gaining access in a s ingle stroke to the " truly 
universal" viewpoint of the chronicle or of messianic history. I t  is only in 
this case that the difference between historiography and the narrative prose 
of the chronicler would disappear. 5 In cont rast ,  if the "virtually universal 
class" is only a theoretical construct, then that difference is insurmountable 
and the tension between historical objectivity and narrative identi ty re
mains . If the history of the oppressed can no more gain access to the 
perspective of the ideal chronicler than can a history that adopts the point 
of view of the bourgeoisie, then scientific explanation, the confrontation of 
arguments, i s  the only method capable of settl ing once and for all the 
divergent interests of different identi ties . 

Tl!E O L O G Y  A ND MA TER IA L ISM 

In Ben jamin 's later works the  theory of  history occupies the place that , i n  
his earl ier wri tings , fel l  t o  the phi losophy o f  language. Certain structural 
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analogies are evident . The theory of the name as absolute expression or 
revelation, as it was developed in  "On Language as Such, "  is opposed to 
a "bourgeois "  l inguist ics of "abstract meaning,"  of the word considered 
as an arbi trary sign (Reflections, 3 1 8) ;  in  the same way, the mimetic and 
"materialist" theory of language as the "onomatopoeia" of a " nonsensuous 
s imi larity" between language and worlq_ j� opposed to a concept ion of 
language as "a conventional _s�_r.e_m__ __ oJ s igns"  (Reflections, 3 34) .  In the 
"Theses , "  this corresponds to a theory otme present as " the ' t ime of the 
now' which is shot through with chips of Mess ianic t ime" (Illuminations, 
263)  as opposed to a concept ion of history as a " homogeneous , empty 
t ime" (Illuminations, 2 6 1 ; see discussion 26 1 -264) .  In  each case ,  a sub.;. 
s tance i s  substi tuted for a function, a l iving presence for an abstraction, 
a false homogeneity, or a void .  What characterizes both the power of the 
name in the philosophy of language and the power of seizing the now, of 
apprehending the constel lation between the present era and "a defin i te 
earl ier one" (Illuminations, 263 ) , is the break with a process of degradation, 
fa ls ify ing abstraction, and banalization-a true original sin affecti ng t he 
authenticity, the "orig in" of language or of his tory-and the wi l l  to 
reconquer the " intens ive totali ty"  (Reflections, 3 1 8) of a practical and 
i mmed iate relation to the natural and human world . Benj am in i s  l inked  
to a tradit ion of  thought that suspects Western rational ism of  i mpover
ishing and devi tal iz ing the original substances of culture .  Unlike Hegel , 
he does not think that reason possesses with in  i tself the resources that 
would allow i t  to correct its defects ;  what dis t inguishes hi 1n from 
Nietzsche i s  that , to  find a corrective for d isastrous abstraction, he  
attempts to  return not to  an i rrat ional "pre-Socratic" foundation but  to 
one of the sources of th is rational ism , namely, biblical  thought .  

At both the beginning and the end of his career, Benjami n  seeks to 
reappropriate an al ienated part of redemptive forces . Certain fragments 
among the drafts of the "Theses" attempt to show that the concept of 
h is tory could ,  so to speak, subst i tute for that of language i n  i ts founda
t ional role: 

The messianic world is the world of universal and ful l  actuality. It is only 
in it that there wi ll be a universal history. What today bears that name 
can only be a kind of Esperanto. Nothing can correspond to it  as long as 
the confusion brought on by the Tower of Babel is not elim inated. [That 
universal h istory J presupposes the language in which one could fully 
translate any text of a language, l iving or dead . Or better, i t  is that 
language itself. But nor as written language: rather as a language 
celebrated as a holiday. Such a holiday is purified of any solemnity; it 
knows nothing of song. Its language is the idea of prose i tself and is 
understood by all men, just as babies born on Sunday understand the 
language of birds. (G.S. , 1 : 1 239/ 
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The ideas of "The Task of the Translator, " taken up again in "The Story
teller, " form the l ink between the theory of language and the theory of a 
universal , messianic h istory. The hermeneutics of translation must allow 
one to reach an integral actual i ty both of transmi tted meaning and of the 
forgotten past, that of oppressed and vanquished humanity. 

Just as the philosophy of art was in Benjamin's early works l inked to a 
theological critique of myth and violence , the phi losophy of his tory is ,  in 
Benjamin's late works , placed under the sign of " theology. " The famous 
apologue that opens the "Theses on the Philosophy of History" confines 
itself to affirming theology's secret and indispensable role: historical mate
rial ism ,  compared to a chess-playing automaton, cannot "win" without the 
help of a "theological" phi losophy whose services it enlists. This means that 
"materialism" is in the end a mechanistic phi losophy. As such, i t  is 
indispensable, of course : "Seek for food and clothing first ,"  says Benjamin 
with I-Iegel ,  "then the Kingdom of God shall be added to you" (Quoted i n  
Illuminations, 254) .  But i t  has no living soul .  

Must theology breathe l ife into it? In other words, is theology the only 
means to correct mechanistic material ism? To that quest ion, Benjamin 
responds wi th a reflect ion borrowed from a syncretist  philosopher from the 
nineteenth century, Herrnann Lotze: " 'One of the most remarkable charac
teris tics of hurnan nature , '  wri tes Lotze, ' i s ,  aiongside so much selfishness 
in specific instances , the freedom from envy which the present displays 
toward the future' " (Illuminations, 2 5 3 ;  E. F. ,  3 39ff.) .7 For Benjamin,  this 
self-sufficiency of the present is the starring point for a consideration of 
history. He deduces from it the need to turn to theology to conceive history 
and , to that end,  introduces the notion of happine.rs to complement that of 
envy introduced by Lotze: 

Reflection shows us that our image of happiness is thoroughly colored 
by the t ime to which the course of our own existence has ass igned us . 
The k ind  of happi ness that could arouse e nvy i n  us exists only i n  the air  
we h ave breathed , among people we could have t alked to, women who 
could h ave given themselves ro us . I n  other words ,  our image ofhappiness 
is  ind issol ubly bound up with the i mage of redemption . The same appl ies 
to our view of the past ,  which i s  the concern of h istory. The past carries 
with  i t  a tem poral index by wh ich i t  is referred to redemption . [The 
image of salvation is  its key. Does not the air breathed by the deceased 
of earlier t imes sril l  hang about us somewhat ? Do not t he voices of our 
friends sometimes haunt ingly echo rhe voices of t hose who walked upon 
t he earth before us?  And i s  the beauty of women of another age so unl ike 
that of o ur lad y friends ? It rhus fal ls ro us to real ize rhat the past cal ls for 
red emption,  the t in iest part of which may be with in  our power.}  
(1/lmninations, 2 5 3-2 5 4 ;  E.  F. ,  340;  the bracketed sect ion does not  appear 
in the Engl ish edit ion) 
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Not only does Lotze speak only implicitly of happiness, but he speaks 
neither of salvation nor of theology. Another fragment of h is book, cited 
among the fragments of Paris A rcades, indicates the sense of h is reflect ion: 
"Whatever i ts various movements ,"  Lotze writes, "history cannot reach a 
destination that does not l ie within its own plane, and we wil l  save ourselves 
the trouble of searching for progress in the duration of history, since history 
is not fated to make such progress longitudinally, but rather i n  an upward 
direction at every single one of its points" ("N" 1 3a, 2, p. 72). Fundamen
tally, Lotze is speaking of the rather trivial and widespread idea that t rue 
"progress" belongs not to humanity as a whole but only to the fulfil led 
individual , whatever his era. According to Lotze, such "spiritual" fulfil l
ment does not stem from a linear progress of h istory but from a "vertical" 
progression that everyone should seek to realize by his or her own means. 
What Benjamin means is quite different. Like Lotze, he is convinced that 
fulfi llment, the happiness of each individual in every age, is i ndependent of 
progress .  But unl ike Lotze, he thinks that fulfillment is the object of a 
messianic expectat ion for redemption that each generation transmits to the 
fol lowing one , without its progressive real ization being possible: "There i s  
a secret agreement between past generations and the present one. Our 
coming was expected on earth .  Like every generation that preceded us , we 
have been endowed with a weak Messianic power, a power to which the past 
has a claim" (Illuminations, 254;  E. F., 340). If we were expected by our 
ancestors , according to Benjamin, it is to redeem a part of the happiness 
they could not achieve. Every human generation is confronted with the same 
quest for fulfillment .  The preceding generation does not envy us because i t  
cannot imagine what happiness would be in a different context ,  but i t  
expects something from us ; i t  even has a right to our redemptive power, 
according to Benjamin. How so? Benjamin does not say. He simply evokes 
a profound kinship among the air, the timbre of voices, the beauty of the 
past, arid those whom we know. The happiness we seek is of the same nature 
as the happiness that earl ier generations dreamed of. They expected it and 
sought it in the same way we do and transmitted that quest to us , by virtue 
of what was granted or refused them. Such would be our debt. 

This passage is a good indication of the modifications Benjamin 's 
thought has undergone. The critique of the ideology of progress is by no 
means a new element (it was already in his earliest writings), and texts such 
as "The Work of Art" stem in a certain way from that ideology by g ranting 
to technical progress a key role in the history of humani ty. In "Central Park,"  
we find a fragment that tells the dialectician to "have the wind of world
history in (his] sails .  Thinking means for him: setting the sails" ("Central 
Park," 44). The "Theses" represent a break in that confidence in the wind 
of history-the "wind of the absolute," according to another fragment ("N" 
9,  3 ,  p. 63) .  The "weak Messianic power" of which the "Theses " speak is 
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l inked more to  an ethics of solidarity than to a philosophy ofhistory i n  the sense 
usually given that term (which is the sense of Marxism as well); this sense 
accords a determinate, precise meaning to the "wind,"  the general dynamic 
of h istory. When the "Theses" evoke the wind, i t  is a "s torm" identified 
with progress, which is only an accumulation of ruins and catastrophes; 
nonetheless , that storm blows "from Paradise . "  This evi l  wind prevents the 
historian-or "the angel of history"-from being able to " stay, awaken the 
dead, and make whole what has been smashed " (Illuminations, 2 5  7), i n  other 
words , to do the work of redemption. It is no longer a question here of 
sett ing sail .  To fol low the ethical impulse of rescue and reparation, the 
historian must be emancipated from the hold of that catastrophic push, 
which seems to be due to the very dynamic of Creation. Humanity must go 
against the h istorical movement ,  and perhaps , in a gnostic sense, against 
God. The weak messianic power on which humani ty counts is the force of 
individuals who seek to satisfy the expectat ion for happiness , which, unt i l  
now, has been betrayed throughout the course of  history and on which the 
past has a claim. 

Benjamin cannot imagine-and this is  precisely what his rejection of 
the notion of progress consists in-a gradual modification. He does not 
conceive of historical transformations under the sign, for example, of a 
fragi le "democratization" such as has taken shape in  certain parts of the 
world s ince World War II-without, obviously, bringing about universal 
happiness . He would have assimilated this type of change, encumbered by 
compromise and half-measures , to the compromises of"social democracies" 
that certain of the "Theses" place on the pil lory of history. This is  because ,  
on the one hand, he identifies true progress-which has not yet begun
with the advent of a happiness without compromise, though i t  is not certain 
whether it is historically real izable; on the other, he situates continuous 
"progress" i n  a purely empirical d imension. These two opt ions are comple
mentary: Both oppose a conception that would confine i tself to aspiring 
toward a maximum of conditions for happiness and would s i tuate "progress" 
in the d imension of a normative apprenticeship for humanity. Whatever the 
historical underside to democracy, i ts gains , once realized, can never be 
forgotten. Anything beyond objectives of this type can only stem from a 
"theological" aspiration or, perhaps, from an imaginary and artistic quest .  

B ENJA MIN 'S P O L I TI CS 

The notion of justice, which could have legitimately appeared alongside 
happiness as the object of human desire, appears in the "Theses" only as a 
general vengeance of the oppressed classes . Benjamin turns to Marx to contrast 
materialism ro a poli tical idealis� concerned for the happiness of "l iberated 
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grandchildren. "  This materialism serves as the mouthpiece for the "last of the 
enslaved classes ," "the avenger that completes the task of liberation in the 
name of generations of the downtrodden" (Illuminations, 260; E. F. ,  34 5 ) . Such 
would ultimately be the sense of "law" that the vanquished generations of the 
past would set up for us . Their accumulated des ire for vengeance would be 
translated i nto "hatred" and the "spirit of sacrifice" (Illuminations, 260): 

Both are nourished by the image of enslaved ancestors rather than that 
of l iberated grandchi ldren . [Our generation has learned it the hard way, 
s ince the only image it will leave behind is that of a vanquished 
generation .  That will  be i ts  only legacy to those who are to come.} 
(lllmninations, 260 ;  E. F. ,  34 5 )8 

These ideas of vengeance and hatred , which are among the most 
unpleasant and embarrassing aspects of the text, can be explained by 
Benjamin's refusal to make the struggle for justice and happiness a last ing 
one. Marx could st i ll reject hatred as the driving power for revolution. 9 To � j,,· 

the extent that Benjamin denounces confidence in the "process of natural , , �  
history" (another name for progress), he  reintroduces not the i rnperative for 
j ustice and legit imacy (needless to say, this would have been eas ier to do i n  
a more peaceful context) but hatred and the desire for vengeance as the 
driving force of social revolution. Among the notes for the "Theses, "  we find 
this :  "Critique of the theory of progress in Marx. Progress is  defined there 
as the development of productive forces . Man-in other words, the prole
tariat-is part of it. But the question of cri terion is merely displaced 
thereby" (G.S. , 1 :  1 239). 10 The rights of past generations--vanquished 
generations l ike Benjamin's own-would thus extend to vengeance for past 
suffering. 

We can eas i ly imagine what a revolution of this kind would look l ike: 
I t  would be a massacre, as certain revolutions have in fact brought. Rather 
disagreeably, Benjamin's posit ion here recalls the Nietzschean verdict on a 
socialism founded on resentment; this was not i n  Marx's theory. In  any case, 
it cannot be a question of opposing to Benjamin's position a Marxian version 
of the theory of progress ; he cri t icized the theory of progress for the good 
reason that he was deprived of the resources needed to have confidence i n  
the march o f  history. Everything indicates , however, that this form of  revenge 
for past suffering can only prolong the l ist of in justices committed and thus 
reproduce once more the des ire for vengeance , ad i nfinirum. 1 1 Beyond the 
imperative for j ustice ,  Benjamin mobil izes passions for dispensi ng j ustice 
that have no rat ionale outside certain extreme s ituations of l egit imate 
defense. To be precise-and in this Benjamin is consistent-he formulates 
his idea of vengeance with in  the perspective of a "permanent state of 
emergency" : 
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The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the "state of emergency" 
in which we live is not the exception bur the rule. We must attain to a 
conception of h istory that is in keeping with this ins ight .  Then we shall 
clearly realize that i t  is our task to bring about a real state of emergency, 
and this will improve our position in the struggle against Fascism. 
(lllttminations, 2 5 7) 

2 3 5 

The recourse to an authoritarian pol icy, ind issociable from the concept 
of the state of emergency forged by Carl Schmitt, is understandable within 
the desperate context of triumphant Nazism in  Europe; but, contrary to 
what Benjamin's formulation implies ,  i t  cannot be generalized beyond that 
s ituation. If the state of emergency is the rule, then the only sensible pol i cy 
is the worst-case pol icy. In  the 1 970s ,  the eth ics of certain terrorist groups 
grew out of this despair; they described Western capitalist societies as fascist 
regimes, against which they attempted to "bring about a real state of 
emergency. " When Benjamin's oeuvre was enjoying i ts greatest poli tical 
i nfluence, it was in the name of a false actual ization. Whatever the ambi
guities of postwar European reg imes , their constitutions are those of states 
of law and do not rest on naked violence and oppression. We must be able 
to differentiate between fascist regimes and democrat ic regimes that include 
certain class privil eges: Benjamin 's thinking does not allow us to do so. The 
terrorist violence that has struck those regimes has mistaken i ts target , and, 
far from redeeming the suffering undergone by the vict ims of the preceding 
generation, has only created new injust ices . 

As a complement to the voluntarism of the state of emergency "brought 
about" through an i nstrumental conception of pol it ics ,  the "Theses, "  i n  
negating the possibi l i ty o f  gradual change, formulate a reduction o f  histori
cal time to a scientist representation. Benjamin defends this way of think
ing ,  which shrinks from participation in l ived time by adopting the poi nt 
of view of S i rius, in the name of theolog ical messianism: 

"In relation to the history of organic life on earrh," writes a modern 
biologist, "the paltry fifty m il lennia of homo sapien.r constitute something 
l ike two seconds at the close of a twenty-four-hour day. On this scale, the 
h istory of civilized man would fill one-fifth of the last second of the last 
hour. " The present, which, as a model of Messianic t ime, comprises the 
entire h istory of mankind in an enormous abridgement, coincides exactly 
with the stature which the history of mankind has in the universe. 
(Illuminations, 263 ;  E. F. ,  347) 

This analogy between two abridgements is fal lacious . The historian's 
"present" does not entai l any obj ect ification as in  phys ics; it is intrinsically 
l inked by a thousand ties to the part icular moments of a his tory in  which 
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i ts perspective is always partial , i ndissociable from the problems of its era. 
Benjamin suggests here that the messianic point of view, which brings about 
the t rue state of emergency, would succeed in embracing in a s ingle glance 
the total i ty of history and in settling once and for all the problem of 
historical objectivi ty. Such a pretension is j ust as fal lacious as that which he 
cri ticizes in the "universal h istory" of historicism. 

A thesis added as Appendix B also deals with the notion of t he 
instant , this t ime explaining messianic t ime i n terms of the Jewish 
trad it ion .  In  opposition to the mythical t ime of seers who claim to predict 
the future ,  there s tands a future i n  which "every second of t ime was the 
strai t gate through wh ich the Messiah might enter" (Illuminations, 2 64).  
Benjamin defends this Jewish tradit ion as a theory of history turned 
primarily toward the past .  To be precise , "the Torah and prayers " teach 
the Jews " remembrance" (I /luminations� 264) ,  interpreted i n  th i s  case as 
the rnemory of an 440ppressed past . " ] udaism thus symbolizes a mode of 
thought  that is not prisoner to the fetishism of the future characterist ic 
of the modern cult of progress, which is a secularization of Christian 
mi llenniali sm .  Judaism 's expectation of the Messiah , which fills all future 
t ime ,  is converted into a presence of m ind grasping the "revolutionary 
chance" (Illuminations, 263 ;  E. F. ,  347) .  Whatever rhe legi timacy of such 
an interpretation, which makes the h istorian's vigi lant i ntervention the 
key to the present and to the future, i t  characterizes through and through 
the short-circu i t  between theology and revolutionary pol i t ics that is the 
mark of the "Theses . "  

Four theses ( 1 0-1 3) are devoted to the "fundamental vices of  leftist 
pol it ics" (E. F. ,  344 ; this express ion is not in the English version). They 
interrupt the phi losophical series of passages dedicated to the critique of 
h istoricism and the exposi tion of the historian's method . As in 1 9 14 ,  when 
neo-Kantianism transformed i tself into German nat ionalism, Benjami n  
again turned to theology following a betrayal : 

At a moment when the pol iticians in whom the opponents of Fa.Scism 
had placed their  hopes are prostrate and confirm their  defeat by betraying 
their own cause, these observations are intended to disentangle the 
political world lings from the snares in  wh ich the traitors have entrapped 
them. (Illuminations, 2 5 8) 

These remarks have often been read as a reaction to the German-Soviet 
pact. 1 2  In fact, at the end of the 1 930s, they could hardly have appl ied to 
anything but the U.S.S .R. and Western Communist parties; at the t ime, 
the social democrats no longer existed as a pol it ical force . 1 3  Accordi ng to 
other interpreters , these reflections are general . In  h is let ters, Benjamin  had 
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already expressed the same idea regarding the Front Populaire . 1 4  The "leftist 
pol itics "  of his age appeared to him as the cont inuation of a confidence in 
progress that went back to nineteenth-century historicism. In  particular, it 
was founded on the conviction that "moving wi rh the current " (I!lum.ina
tions, 2 5 8) by virtue of technological development would automatically 
bri ng about social progress owing to a boundless exploi tation of nature, and , 
as a result, i t  al lowed the hope of a better future for one 's grandchildren. I t  
is to  th i s  concept ion of  h istory that Benjamin opposes h i s  ideas-which are 
j ust as problematic-of combative hatred and vengeance for past suffering 
(Thesis 1 2) .  He plausibly proposes to dist inguish between the progress of 
humani ty and that of i ts apti tudes and knowledge; at the same time, he 
disputes the boundless and i rres istible character of progress. These remarks 
are compatible with a nonempirical conception of history that sets the real 
d . . 1 . f l . 1 5  ynamte agatnst a ogtc o evo utwn. 

But what Benjamin critic izes above all is the not ion of time that 
underl ies the S()cial democratic ideqlogy and that lea��fs him to the heart of 
his reflection: -; ;Tl;�l��cept ofilie historical progress of mankind cannot be 
sundered from the concept of i ts progression through a homogeneous, 
empty rime. A cri t ique of the concept of such a progression must be the 
basis of any cri t icism of the concept of progress i tsel f' (! lfmninations, 26 1  ) . 

The concept of time characteristic of historicism would be ident ical to that 
of the social democrats : Benjamin's essential thes is is that the concept of 
"homogeneous, empty time , "  the li near time of immanence, is opposi te to 
the idea of"fulfil led time," which historic�Lrnaterial-ismjtself must borrow 
from "theology," lest it fal l  into the i�·e;logy of progress �  A t  the level of 

-· · -�-- -- - -- - - --- --- - · : . ·  - - ----history, this is the equivalent of the language_ofthename.opposed to abstract 
rneantng .  

Inasmuch as the "task of  l iberation" was far from taking shape a t  the 
time of the "Theses, "  there remained , as the concrete element of deliverance, 
only the act of the historian who redeerns a past threatened with forgetting 
or misunderstanding .  Benjamin  identifies that act--fundamentally, t he act 
of the critic establishing a correspondence with a reveal ing past-with 
revolut ionary action i tself. Among the different versions of the theses , we 
find this : 

In real ity, there exists not a single instant that does not entail its 

revolutionary chance-we must simply define it as a specific chance, in  
other words, the chance for a completely new solution in the face of  a 
completely new task. For the revolutionary thinker, the pol itical s i tu
ation reinforces rhe revolutionary chance of every historical instant. But 
this chance is also reinforced for him through the power of rhe keys that 
allow him at that instant to enter an enti rely determinate room of the 
past rhat has been closed unti l  now. Enteri ng that room is rigorously 
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identical to poli tical action; and it reveals that action-however destruc
t ive it might be-as a messianic action. (G.S. , 1 : 1 23 1 )  

What is unfulfilled i n  human l ives , "everything about h istory that, 
from the very beginning, has been untimely, sorrowful, unsuccessful" 
(Origin, 1 66), cannot be redeemed by the progress of future generations,  but 
only-in the absence of a decisive revenge of the oppressed-by a recollec
tion, which it is the historian's task to elicit .  Benjamin considers all his work 
just such a "theolog ical "  recollection, which saves certain essential frag
ments of the past from the "oppression" of forgetting or deformation. When 
no other action is possible-such as , for example, the positive formulation 
of a criticism addressing the overestimation of the impact the h istorian can 
hope for-there remains the force of thought: "Every l ine we succeed in  
publish ing today-no matter how uncertain the future to  which we entrust 
i t-is a victory wrenched from the powers of darkness . "  (Correspondence, 623 ,  
letter o f  1 1  January 1 940). 

THE lf!S TO R IA N 'S M E TH O D  

For Benjamin, the issue i s  to save certain concealed meanings capable of 
revealing the present to itself and of guiding decisive action, which will put 
an end to all oppression. It  is uncertain whether we can confer on such an 
undertaking the systematic place of conserving the semantic potentials 
necessary for the hermeneutic renewal of meaning . 16 Benjamin's project 
abandons, without regret, entire vistas of transm itted meanings. Each time 
he seeks to rediscover the authentic meaning of the romantic criticism of 
Elective Affinities, for example, or of baroque allegory, or Baudelaire's poetry, 
he undertakes to save some threatened meaning that forms a precise constel
lation with a critical experience of the present. In his last period, he attempts 
to erect that operation of the critic into revolutionary action par excellence. 
Now the critic's task is a matter not of simply transferring into the world 
of Ideas fragments of a li terary heritage that have been excluded from it but,  
rather, of intervening in history by discovering certain concealed meanings 
that appear highly i l luminating to the critic and vital for the era. It entails  
conferring an immediate political function on the critic's activity. 

Like Karl Kraus, who is i n  fact cited in an epigraph to Thesis 14 ,  
Benjamin's historian wants to  cite the past from the viewpoint of  the Last 
Judgment; he wants ro "call the past by its name. " To write history from 
this perspective is an exercise in  view of the final "chronicle" that, according 
to Thes is 3 ,  can eire the past "in all i ts moments . "  He wants to write h istory 
from the inaccessible point of view of the last historian, from the point of 
view of the "end of history. "  Hence his claim to an objectification that is at 
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once scientisric and messianic . But the interest of rhe Benjaminian theory 
of history resides primarily in his effort to formulate his own cri t ical 
approach. The exposition of this approach is d istributed throughout a 
number of aphorisms in the "Theses" themselves , in the draft notes , and in  
the series of posthumous fragments deal ing with the theory of  knowledge 
in Paris Arcades. We can d ist inguish three moments in these writ ings, each 
with a different commentary attached: first, the analysis of the condit ions 
of the instant , " the now," when historical knowledge is possible, conditions that 
stem from a (Freudian or Proustian) theory of memory and a (Marxian) 
theory of class consciousness; second, the analysis of the nature . of the 
dia�e(f.l£t!l_.blJ4ge, .  as it is presented to the historian who--f�ffHls- -these 
cond itions ;  and thi rd ,  the construction of the historical object as monad. Of 
these central concepts ,  the first two do not figure in the "Theses" as such 
but are implicitly present and can be reconsti tuted from variants. 

Th e So c i opsych o logica l Co n dit io n s  
of His to r i c a l  K n o wledge 

Regarding the "refined and spiritual"  things that intervene i n  the  social 
struggles for "crude and material" things , Thes is 4 evokes courage, humor, 
cunning , and forti tude. These quali ties, according to Benjamin ,  are nor 
exhausted in the present :  "They have retroactive force and wi l l  constantly 
cal l  in  question every victory, past and present, of the rulers . As flowers turn 
toward the sun, by dint of a secret heliotropism the past  strives to turn 
toward that sun which is ris ing in the sky of history" (Illuminations, 2 5 5 ;  
E. F. ,  34 1 ). 

In  addi tion to the transmission of the "weak Messianic power," this 
"heliotropism"  is another indication of a l ink existing between past and 
present experiences. In the first case, an expectation for deliverance was 
transmitted to us; here ,  it is rather a questioning of the past by the present. 
But in  both cases, the present i s  the place for redemptions ,  the imperative 
for which traverses history. More precisely-such is the meaning of "heli
otropism"-each present is chal lenged by a determ ined past that i t  echoes 
and whose knowledge is reserved for i t .  That is what Benjamin calls the 
"now of its possible knowledge": 

According to its broader determination , the image of the past that flashes 
up for a fleering moment in the now of its poss ible knowledge is a 
memory image. It resembles images from a man's own past that appear 
ro him at the moment of danger. We know that these images arise 
unbidden. History in the strict sense is thus an image from involuntary 
memory, an image that suddenly presents itself ro the subject of h istory 
at rhe moment of danger. The historian's legitimacy depends on his keen 
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consciousness of the crisis that the subject of h istory is encountering each 
rime. This subject is far from being a transcendental subjec�; it is the 
struggling class, the oppressed class in the most exposed situation. There 
is h istorical knowledge only for it and for it only in the historical instant. 
(G.S. , 1 :  1 24 3 )  

This  brief synthes is establishes a l ink between the  aspects of Proustian 
memory (applied to the collectives of history), the instant (that is ,  the 
temporali ty of knowledge), the danger (which both legitimates and moti
vates the i nterest in knowi ng), and the historical subj ect. Can the Proustian 
(and Freudian, according to the Benjaminian i nterpretation) concept of 
invol11ntary memory, which was one of the theoret ical foundations of "On 
Some Motifs i n  Baudelaire," be extended beyond individual biography to 
the social groups engaged i n  historical processes? Can what the h istorian 
remembers at the cri tical moment be taken for such a men1ory? For that to 
be the case, there would have to be, as Benjamin had supposed in his 1 93 5 
Expose of Paris Arcades, a "collective unconscious . "  Yet ,  although collective 
acts of forgetting may exist ,  i nasmuch as the members of a group-indi
vidually--have an interest i n  not remembering certain fact� ,  i s  it plausible 
to speak o f  an " i nvo l untary memory" at the social level? '../ 

Such is in  any case Benjamin's wager. His  historical reflection is  
founded on  the idea of a reawakening, a form of d isenchantment that converts 
the dreaxn, the nightmare, or the myth of the past into a knowledge allowing 
one to lucidly confront the present and the future. That ambitious operation 
is  designated "the Copernican revol11tion in the vision of history" (G.S. ,  5 :490, 
my emphasis) and rhus ,  accord ing to the sense of the Kantian expression, 
as the recenteri ng of history around the subjective cond itions ofknowledge: 

We considered the "Then" a fixed point and we thought the present  was 
tiptoeing toward the knowledge of that fixed element . N� th�s relat ion 
must reverse itself and the Then become a dialectical/'revers�l and an 
irruption of awakened consciousness . Pol itics now take; preLeefence over 
h istory. Facts become something rhat have only just srruck us this very 
instant, and establ ishing them is the stuff of remembrance. (G.S. , 
5 :490-49 1 )  

That Copernican revolution in  the vision of history thus frees us from the _ 
requirement of establishing a chimerical " truth" about past events; what 
matters is the vital significance of these events for our present and for the 
interest that such a rediscovered past represents under different auspices . 

According to other fragments, the contemporary age seems to have a 
particularly good chance of experiencing such a Copernican revolution. For 
the knowledge of the past to necessari ly have the character of a reawakening,  
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the continu i ty between past and present must be patholog ical ly broken .  
That seems to  be the case for the  current era. For Benjamin,  a s  we  have seen, 
the current era is  hardly d istinguishable from the "-�-�ate of e111ergeJ:1cy'' that 
the historical process has always been, but i t  may �lf��-�--n�� chance for 
knowledge . When "the prehistorical impulse to the past . . .  is no longer 
hidden, as it once was , by the t rad i tion of church and family" ("N" 2a, 2 ,  
p. 49), the past takes on a prematurely obsolete, archaic aspect and el ici ts a 
"surrealist" gaze (G.S. , 5 :493). At the same time, the historian is trans
formed i nto a "ragpicker" who col lects castoffs the way the psychoanalyst 
gathers the "residue" of the phenomenal world that has been depos i ted i n  
drearns :  

Method of  th is  project:  l i terary montage. I need say noth i ng .  Only  
exh ibi t [zeigen] .  I won't fi lch anyth ing of value or appropriate any 
ingenious turns of ph rase. Only the rrivia, the trash--which I don 't want 
to i nventory, but  s imply allow it to come into i ts own in the only way 
possible :  by purring i t  to use. ("N" l a, 8, p. 47) 

For Benjamin,  this means fanning the spark of hope, savi ng what has been 
forgotten or set aside in the name of the new. But i t  also means bringing 
about an awakening. In that spiri t ,  the actualization of the obsolete past 
" l ights a fuse of the explos ive that is buried in the Then (and whose authentic 
figure is fashion) .  To thus approach the Then means to study, not as in the 
past his torically, but poli tical ly, with poli t ical categories " (G.S. , 5 :495) .  The 
"Copernican revolution in the vision of history" is once more placed under 
the double sign of messianic remernbrance of the expectations of the past and 
a surrealist gaze on a past that has prematurely fal len into ruins through the 
decl ine of tradition. That double inspiration, li nked to the rejection of the 
idea of progress ,  determines the instantaneot/.s nature of remernbrance. 
According to Thesis 5 ,  

The true picture o f  t he pas t  fl i ts by. The past can only be seized as an 
image which flashes up at the i ns tant when i t  can be recognized and is 
never seen again . . . .  For every image of the past that is not recognized 
by the present as one of i ts own concerns rhrearens to d isappear irretriev
ably. (ll!mninations, 2 5 5 )  

This conception i s  l inked to that of involuntary memory. I t  presupposes that 
the instant of possible knowledge is  extremely fleeting , both because of the 
continuity of forgetting and oppression and because of th� modern discon
t inuity wi th tradi tion. I t  is hardly possible to verify such an assert ion. The 
knowledge of rhe pas t  can be made easier through the analogy between 
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certain past and present experiences; we must nevertheless suppose that a 
sufficiently sensi tive hermeneutic method is capable of surmounting the 
absence of such analogies and of emancipating i tself from the projection of 
the historian's immediate interests . 

We should also note that Benjamin links the truth of knowledge to 
the form of the' fleeting image, not to the concept :  "That in which the past 
and the present j oi n  to form a constellation is an image" (G.S. , 1 :  1 24 2) .  
The privilege of the image l ies in  i ts capacity to enter in to correspondence 
with other images .  Furthermore, the image-according to an old theme 
of romanticism and German idealism-possesses the power to speak to 
everyone, while the concept is addressed only to the educated classes . 
Knowledge through images is more accessible, more universal , but i t  is  
also more ambiguous. An image can be interpreted in more ways than a 
concept .  

What primari ly legitimates and motivates the interest in  knowledge 
is the danger that makes the image of the past flash up. That is the theme 
of Thesis 6: 

To articulate the past historically does nor mean to recognize it "the way 
it really was" (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes 
up in a moment of danger. H istorical material ism wishes to retain that 
image of the past which unexpectedly appears to man sing led our by 
h istory at a moment of danger. The danger affects both the content of 
the trad ition and its receivers . The same threat hangs over both: that of 
becoming a tool of the ruling classes . In every e�a the attempt must be 
made anew to wrest tradition away from a conformism that is about to 
overpower i t .  The Messiah comes nor only as the redeemer, he comes as 
rhe subduer of Antichrist. Only that h istorian will  have the gift of 
fanning the spark of hope in the past who is firmly convinced that even 
the dead will nor be safe from the enemy if he wins.  And this enemy has 
not ceased to be victorious . (lflttminations, 2 5 5 ;  E. F., 342) 

In his work as a critic, Benjamin's task was always to wrest an unjustly 
"oppressed" and forgotten past from a conformism that was threatening it .  
In doing so, he obeyed an ethical imperative that he never formulated as 
such . B ut, in  applying his idea to the tradition of Marxism threatened from 
the outside and from the inside (by i ts social democratic deformation), he 
attempts here to give an immediately pol i tical significance to his crit icism, 
when such a significance can no doubt only be mediated. The political effect 
that consists in reestablishing authentici ty in the interpretation of a tradi
tion can stem only from a public questioning and a patient and long-term 
transmission. 

The danger that Benjamin perceives in  nineteenth-century historiog-
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raphy resides in the fact that i t  had become complici tous with the under
lying barbarism of all earlier culture: 

Whoever has emerged victorious participates to this day in  the triumphal 
procession in which the present rulers step over those who are lying 
prostrate. According to traditional practice , the spoils are carried along 
in the procession . They are called cultural treasures, and a historical 
materialist views them with cau-t:Tou-ioerathmencFOrwithout exception 
the cultural treasures he surveys have an origin which he cannot contem
plate without horror. They owe their existence not only to the efforts of 
the great minds and talents who created them, bur also to the anonymous 
toil of their contemporaries. There is no document of civil ization which 
is not at the same time a document of barbarism. (11/mninations, 256 ;  
E.F. ,  343)  

This radicalization of skepticism with regard to  culture-which Adorno 
will improve on-would come close to attacking Benjamin himself if he 
did not make an exception for a single authentic and nonbarbaric culture, 
which transmits the ex:���r.!oqi__Qf (�9.�fl!p�i()E2 ha.:EP��_d_j_u_s_rice, and 
is addressed to us hy the vanquished past. We must, then, always "brush 
history against the grain" (11/uminatiqn.r, 257 ;  E.F. ,  343) ,  especially s ince 
Benjamin  is intimately acquainted with the mechanisms that lead to the 
grandiloquent atti tude toward the victors who write official history: 

It is a process of empathy whose origin is the indolence of the heart, 
acedia, which despairs of grasping and hold ing the genuine historical 
images as it flares up briefly. Among medieval theologians it was 
regarded as [one of the seven deadly sins,} the root cause of sadness. 
(llbtminations, 2 56; E. F., 342ff. , bracketed section not in  English edition) 

This i ndolence of the heart called acedia, or mortal sadness , had been 
analyzed in Benjamin's earliest writings, especially in The Origin of German 
Tragic Drama (Origin, 1 5  5 ) , in  a way that attested to his familiari ty with 
!melancholy. It was partly to escape from it that he turned away from his 
/ini tial metaphysics in order to place his thinking in the service of social 
i t ransformation. Benjamin considers his critical work to be that of a historian 
J �n solidari ty wi th the oppressed . It is owing to an identification with their 

_je bar:Ie r
.
hat the access to the knowledge of a pasr acquires the value of poli tical 

/-.;�ctton tn the fullest sense. 
/ 

According to Benjamin,  the subject of history is the struggling class ,  
the oppressed class , but as a historian, he will ingly forgets that he is  only 
i ts advocate and that his arguments are open to dispute. Nothing guarantees 
that such a legitimation is adequate. Every struggling class interprets 
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history i n  conformity with i ts own interests . For there to be no other i nterest 
but the truth, i t  would have to have, accordi ng to Marx's expression, nothing 
to lose but i ts chai ns; it would have to be universal i n  power, to a point  that 
cannot even apply to the proletariat . It would also have to assume the 
legit imate interests of all humanity, including the i ssue of i ndividual rights . 
Yet the " truths" formulated by those who have claimed to represent the 
struggling class remain just as d isputable as those of authors who aspire for 
a scientific objectivity without relying on a universal "class i nterest . "  There 
is no privileged class that allows the historian to accede i n  i ts name to an 
i nd ubitable historical objectivi ty; the historian's arguments must be sol id . 
Benjamin senses this when he opposes the "theoretical armature" (Illumina
tionJ, 262)  of historical materialism to the addi tive approach of universal 
history. But,  believing with B recht that he holds the elements of a "doctri ne" 
that is beyond dispute ,  he does not draw all the consequences . 

Such is ,  then , the psychosocio logical constellation that conditions the 
method of historical thought for Benjam in:  i nvoluntary memory; the 
instantaneous seizing of a fleeting i mage ;  a rescue operation called for by 
an imm inent danger; the oppressed class as the subject of history. In the 
spi rit of the phi losophy of the subject, Benjamin 's own pol i tical project 
cons ists in bri ng i ng humanity to accede in a s i ngle leap to a transparent 
knowledge of self and to rediscover the origin from which it has been 
al ienated . The antinom ies within which the philosophy of consciousness 
evolved from Hegel to Husser! to Freud, as Foucault d istinguishes them i n  
The Order of Things-" the empirical and the transcendental , "  "the cofti to 
and the unthought," and "the withdrawal and the return of the origin"  -

are also found i n  Benjam in's phi losophy of history: a finite subject that is  
seeking to transcend i tself; an empirical continuity of oppression to which 
is  opposed a transcendental subject of history, in this case, a struggling class 
that inherits all the aborted revolts of the past;  the tension between the 
mythic opacity of history and the transparence of reawakening;  and ,  fi nally, 
the o&posit ion between an alienated orig in  and a final reconquest of the 
past .  These antinomies , associated with the ambition for a radical reap
propriation, whether instantaneous (through a "reawakeni ng"  or comi ng to 
consciousness) or progressive (through the h istorical process of an "odyssey 
of the mind ") are due to the uncrossable gulfbetween a subject and an object 
that can never come together. The thi nker who proposes to bring forth the 
unconscious of society both overestimates his or her own strength and 
underestimates that of the subjects who are prisoners to myth and ideology. 

At this collective level , consciousness can progress only through public 
d ebate, which presupposes the existence of a democratic context, of which 
B enjamin knew only the premises . He was l imited by the fact that he did not 
recognize normative values. His  strength is to have sensed the d isaster of 
1 9 3 9- 1 940, but the radical absence of free and critical debate in Europe was 
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a si tuation to which his catastrophic thinking was always drawn. That mode 
of thinking offers no solution to such a crisis, but some of his discoveries 
deserve to survive the decline of the phi losophy of the subject. This is 
particularly true for the critique of the concept of " timeless truth. " Truth, 
wri tes Benjamin, is l inked to "a time-kernel [Zeitkern] that is planted in  both 
the knower and the known" ("N" 3, 2, p. 5 1 ) . The historical "object" and the 
knowing subject are tied precisely by the force of truth that calls for their 
correspondence: to reveal one through the other. Benjamin is opposed to the 
idea that truth, as a stable and immobile object, "will not run off and leave 
us" ("N" 3a, 1 ,  p. 5 1 ;  cf. Illuminations, 25 5 ) . He does not wish to relativize the 
1idea of truth in that way; rather, he wishes to l ink i t  to the current imperative 
(for truth that must always again be proved , that cannot be stabil ized in the 
\ form of a proposition that would be tru ly independent of i rs assertion. This 'idea can be taken up again by a pragmatic theory of truth . 

Th e Na t u re of th e D i a l e c ti ca l  Im age 

The h i storical image, wri tes Benjamin,  i s  opposed to any representation of 
a historical process. We have already seen one reason for this discontinui ty: 
the continuity of history is that of oppress ion. Revolt and freedom are only 
instants in a mythical and catastrophic conrinuurn, immediately s t ifled and 
forgotten . Thus , deliverance can intervene, according to Benjarnin, only if 
the h istorical process comes to a standstill. To the dynamic of history, 
Benjamin opposes a constel lation. He speaks of the "dialectic at a standsti l l "  
and of  a "d ialectical image ," concepts whose precise explanation he was 
unable to complete and that therefore remain rather difficult to grasp. 

The 1 93 5  Expose is the first ofBenjamin 's writ ings 1 9  to i ntroduce these 
concepts : 

Ambiguity is the pictorial i mage of d ialectics ,  the law of dialectics seen 
.ax astanpB'fil l .  Th is standsti l l  is utopia and the dialectical image therefore 
�tdrear;; image. Such an image is presented by the pure commodity: as 
fetish. Such an image are the arcades, which are borh house and street . 
Such an image is the prostitute, who is saleswoman and commodity in  
one .  (Reflections, 1 5  7 ,  translation mod ified) 

The d ialectical image would move from a "dream image" to an " involuntary 
memory of humanity del ivered " (G.S. , 1 : 1 2 3 3) .  This involves only a s l ight 
d isplacement, i nasmuch as the image in Paris Arcades must also appear to 
us at the moment of awakening or of del iverance, as anticipated by the 
hi storian. The dialectic at a standst i ll sl ices across the historical process, i n  
order to  extract from i t  an  image of  reveal ing ambigui t ies :  both dream of 
happiness and mythic phantasmagoria. I t  is i ncumbent upon us to recover 
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the utopian expectation of the past and to deliver it  from the phantasmagoria 
that have condemned it to failure. There is every indication that Benjamin 
considered the Marxian analysis of the commodity as the model for such  an 
evocation of a dialectical image ("N" 4a, 5 ,  p. 5 4). But i t  also seems that 
this concept did not reach a definitive clari fication. An impressive n umber 
of aphorisms attempt to focus on it, from different angles, without ever 
succeeding in elucidating it fully. 

In certain  texts, the dialectical image is linked-as one image is l inked 
to another-to the philosophy of language that Benjamin had developed 
around "the mimetic faculty. "  The most developed form of that mimetic 
faculty is reading:  

If we are to consider h istory as  a text, then what is true for l iterary texts , 
as a recent author has explained it ,  is also true for history: the past has 
left images comparable to those that light leaves on a photosensitive 
plate. "Only the future possesses chemicals act ive enough to perfectly 
develop such negat ives" (Monglond). The historical method is philologi
cal; i ts foundation is the book of life .  In Hofmannsrhal we find: ' 'Read 
what has never been wri tten ."  The reader we must imagine in this case 
is the true historian. (E.F., 3 54) 

The classical theme of reading in the Book of Life or in the Book of 
Nature is  modified by this phi lology of Benjain in's, which consists i n  
reading ''what has never been written ."  Such a reading resembles the 
displacements that a theory such as Freud 's brings about i n  classical tragedy. 
Another fragment expl ici tly establishes the l ink between the dialectical 
image and language as a medium of transmission: 

It isn't that the past casts i ts l ight on the present or the present casts its 
l ight on the past : rather, an image is  that in which the Then [das GeweseneJ 
and the Now [das]etzt] come into a constellation l ike a flash of l ightning. 
In other words: i mage is dialectics at a standstil l .  For . . .  the relation of 
the Then to the Now is dialectical--not development but image[,] 
leaping forth [sprunghaft}.-Only dialectical images are genuine ( i .e . ,  not 
archaic) images; and the place one happens upon them is language. ("N" 
2a, 3, p .  49) 

Discontinuity is essential to the dialectical image. Benjamin l inks it  
to the moment of standstil l, the caesura, which, accord ing to the essay on 
Goethe's Elective Affinities, suspends the movement of tragedy and i ntro
duces an "inexpressive" moment of reflection: 

Thinking involves both thoughts in motion and thoughts at rest .  When 
thinking reaches a standstill in a constellation saturated with tensions, 
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the d ialectical image appears. This image is the caesura in rhe movement 
of thought. I ts locus is of course not arbitrary. In  short , ir  is ro be found 
wherever the tension between dialectical oppositions is greatest .  The 
d ialectical image is, accordingly, the very object constructed in the 
materialist presentation of h istory. It is identical with the historical 
object; it justified its being blasted out of the cont inuum of the h istorical 
process. ("N" l Oa, 3 ,  p. 67 ) 

2 4 7 

Thesis 1 6  underscores the unique and nonreiterable character of the 
moment when the historian discovers that the d ialectical image is destined 
for him and for the historical moment when he can save such a constel lation 
of �e_!!!Qry:.. . .. 

- ------------------·-·-

A historical materialist cannot do without the not ion of a present 
which is not a transition, but in  which time stands stil l  and has come 
to a stop. For this notion defines the present in which he h imself i s  
wri t ing history. Historicism gives the "eternal " image of  the  past ;  
h i s torical material ism suppl ies a unique experience with the past .  The 
h istorical material ist leaves it ro others to be drained by the whore 
called "Once upon a rime" in historicism's bordel lo . He remains i n  
control o f  h i s  powers , man enough t o  blast open the cont inuum of 
h istory. (Illuminations, 262) 

Against historicism, Benjamin seeks to safeguard the originali ty of an 
unprecedented relation to the pasr.20 In  claiming the h istorical materialist 
is "man enough," he is referring to Nietzsche's notion of viril ity, which 
denounces historicism in  the name of a certain vital ism: 

Here we see clearly how necessary a th ird way of looking at the past is 
to man , beside the other two (monumental and traditionalist]. This is 
the "critical" way, which is also in the service of l ife. Man must have the 
strength to break up the past ,  and apply it ,  too, in  order to l ive. He must 
bri ng the past to the bar of judgment, interrogate i r  remorselessly, and 
finally condemn it. Every past is worth condemning . . . . Yott can explain 
the past only by what is most po-werj11l in the present. 

2 1  

To that, Benjamin adds a notion of the presenr·s weigh t of responsibility not 
only for the future but also for the past, i nasmuch as , through suffering and 
unfulfilled expectations, we owe it to the past to remember. 

Th e Co n s tr u c ti o n of th e Histo r i c a l O bje c t  a s  Mo n a d  

I n  addition to the psychosocial condi tions of historical knowledge and the 
fleering nature of the d ialectical image-a constel lat ion formed between a 
past and a present-Benjamin includes the work of the historian properly 
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speaking, which consists , according to him ,  in  " Liquidating the epi c  element 
in the representation of history" (G.S  . .. 1 : 1 243) .  That entails a const ructive 
aspect and a destructive aspect . The destructive aspect obeys a cri ti cal 
impulse; it i s  d i rected against the false continuities of history. 

I n  that way, the historian knows he is in  sol idari ty with revolutionary 
movements : 

The awareness that they are about to make the continuum of h istory 
explode is characteristic of the revolutionary classes at rhe moment of 
their act ion. The great revolution i ntroduced a new calendar. The ini tial 
day of a calendar serves as a h istorical time- lapse camera. And,  basically, 

it is the same day that keeps recurring in the guise of holidays , which 
are days of remembrance. Thus the calendars do not measure time as 
clocks do; they are monuments of a historical consciousness of which nor 
the slightest trace has been apparent in  Europe in the past hundred years . 
(Iflmninations, 2 6 1 -262 ; E. F. ,  345 ) 

Here, Benjami n  establ ishes a direct relation between the aesthetic 
reflections on rime that he developed in "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire" 
and the time of h istory, especially the t ime of revoJurions . The days that 
matter for Benjam i n  "are days of completing time, to paraphrase Joubert. 
They are days of recol lection" (Illuminations, 1 8 1 ). They are l inked to the 
"rituals with their ceremonies"  and to festivals (Illuminations, 1 59) .  In a 
manner we agai n find in  Hannah Arendt, Benj amin  confers an i rnpl icitly 
aesthetic quality on these i naugural moments of history, that is ,  on revol u
t ions. Revolut ions have that density of a ful l  and fulfi lled r ime that 
characterizes works of art and celebrations . In them, an orig in  is renewed, 
without any d issociation between s ignifier, signifi ed , and referent ,  and 
without "homogeneous, empty time. " History, art, and religion come 
together to i l lustrate fulfil led time, for which, here as in  Rousseau, celebra
tion provides the model . In this case, however, rhe celebration is not the 
i nstantaneous suppression of all mediations but, rather, the reassertion of 
an origin and the reinforcernent of a memo_r_y._ 

�--
The calendar, the rei terated memory of an inaugural moment ,  points 

to a problem that ri sks annul l ing the break in  continuity. Benjam i n  
formulates i t  a s  a " fundamental aporia" : "The history o f  the oppressed i s  
a d isconti nuum . "  "The task o f  history consists i n  seiz ing hold o f  the 
tradit ion of the oppressed" (E. F., 3 5 2) .  He seeks to solve this  problem by 
asserting that " the representation of the continuum ends with a level ing 
and the representation of the d iscontinuous i s  at the foundation of any 
authentic  tradi tion"  (E. F.,  3 5 2 ) .  The authenticity of tradi tion thus l ies i n  
the fact that a representation i s  wrenched from a historical cont inuity placed 
under the sign of oppression , conform ism , and falsification:  continuity 
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levels out both sufferi ng and revol t .  The French Revolution is the example 
of this : 

fTistory is the subject of a structure whose s i te is not homogeneous , 
empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now Uetztzeit] . Thus, 
to Robespierre ancient R ome was a past charged with the time of rhe 
now which he blasted out of the continuum of history. The French 
Revolution viewed itself as Rome reincarnate. I r  evoked ancient Rome 
the way fash ion evokes costumes of the past. Fashion has a flair for the 
topical, no matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago;  it is a t iger's 
leap i nto the past. (l!fllminatiom, 26 1 )22 

What interests Benjam in about the French Revolut ion is not i ts 
insti tutional innovations and their consequences in  the field of values , but 
the very experience of revolutionary discontinui ty, which, on principle, cannot 
last . Benjamin is a lso not bothered by the fact that the revolutionaries' 
des ire, to give new l ife to the Roman republic, was i l lusory and was no doubt 
partly responsible for the fai lures that the "ideas of 1 789" encountered in 
the early days ; he is nor embarrassed by the fact that historical action is 
placed on the same level as fashion, which , according to the fi rst Expose of 
Pari.r A rcades, was al lied with the fetishism of rhe commodity. What counts 
for h im in  these examples is the fact that a present can abruptly recognize 
itself in a past and , through that dazzl ing discovery, can create the new. Here 
again ,  artistic innovation provides the model for h istorical action. 

This analysis is confirmed by the last concept that Benjamin introduces 
i n  present ing his theory of history, that of the monad, which had already 
figured i n  The Origin of Gennan Tragic Drama (Origin, 47)  and in the essay 
on Fuchs : 

Thinki ng involves not only the flow of thoughts , but their arrest as wel l. 
Where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with ten
sions, i t  g ives that configuration a shock, by which i t  crystall izes inro a 
monad .  A historical material ist approaches a h istorical subject only 
where he encounters ir as a monad. In this structure he recognizes the 
s ig n  of a Messianic cessation of happen ing, or, pur differently, a revolu
tionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past .  (Iflmninations, 262-
263 ; E. F. !  346)  

It is striking that this same concept of monad could have figured in  
the preface to  The Origin ofGennan Tt·agic Drama without being l inked to  a 
revolutionary historical methodology. Benjamin at the t ime was concerned 
with extracting from the empi rical succession of history certain privi ieged 
forms that had the qual i ty of "orig in"  or of authenticity. Baroque tragedy as 
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such was not a revolutionary form but, rather, the expression of the most 
profound melancholy elicited by a disabused contemplation of the course 
of h istory. It was, however, a form that had been the victim of a forgetting 
characteristic of the official h istory of German l i terature :  the forgetting of 
a radical lament concerning the vanity of all things and a subversion of art 
through the consciousness of death. Such forms,  which are blasted out of 
the continuum of h is tory, nevertheless contain h istorical t ime.  Accordi ng 
to Benjamin,  suspended time returns within the moment wrenched away 
from continuity :  

[The h istorian] takes cognizance of i t  i n  order to  blast a specific era out 
of the homogeneous course of history-blasting a specific l ife out of the 
era or a specific work out of the l ifework. As a result of this method the 
l ifework is preserved in  this work and at the same time cancelled 
[aufgehohen, in the Hegelian sense] ; in the l ifework, the era; and in the 
era ,  the entire course of history. (lfluminations1 362 ;  E. F. 1  347) 

1b judge from this passage, Benjam inian " monadology" is i n  fact a 
kind of "genetic structural ism " that seeks the sense of historical acts and 
works in coherent signifying structures .23 The " monad" is such a s tructure, 
constitutive of a "vision of the world ." The number of these visions is 
l imited, as is the number of Benjamin·s " Ideas;· and each monad possesses 
a "prehistory" and a "posthistory," through the repeated themes and vari 
ations of these Ideas over the course of  h istory. The particularity of the 
Benjaminian monad--due to his original vision of history--resides in the 
fact that on each occasion it incarnates the "revolutionary chance" to redeem 
a part of the forgotten past and (this is the principal j us ti fication for i ts 
name) in  the fact that the monad in itself sums up the whole of h istory: the 
conflict between an awakening and the forgetti ng of a mess ianic chance, 

The aesthetic element of this philosophy of  history is not s imply a 
confusion of categories. Benjamin insists unilaterally on an aspect neglected 
by objectivist historiography. He emphasizes the fact that the historian i s  
never indifferent to  h i s  or  her objects, that they belong to  the h istorian·s 
own i rreplaceable experience and that he or she is responsible for a past 
always threatened by the interests of the present. Beginni ng with World 
War II , the h istory of the victims has earned i ts rightful place in the 
d iscipline ,  even though history as '� iver of meaning ·· and "affirmation of 
national identi ties" i s  far from dead .-· But an orientation that thus "brushes 
history agai nst the grain"  is  also not without risk. It can serve as a pretext 
for a conception of history that simply opposes the victors'  h istory. Such an 
i nversion would change nothing in the underlying error. If we beli eve that 
no essent ial progress has ever come about and chat, under i ts appearance of 
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commitment and with i ts rational thought, moral i ty, and profane law, 
democratic society i s  only a new dis�uise for ancestral domination, more 
totali tarian than antiquity perhaps, 5 we establish a false continuity. 
Through Horkheimer's and Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment, on which 
Benjamin's "Theses" have left their mark, such a vision ofhistory has become 
canonical for a contemporary mode of thought that can no longer point to 
the despair of rhe years 1 940- 1 944 . There is a very good chance that 
Benjamin would have broken with such a reformed conformism. 

E THICS A ND MEM O R Y 

It would be vai n to try to make Benjamin into a good democrat. He had 
known the empire of Wi lliam II , World War I, Nazism,  exi le, the German 
refugee camps i n  France, and persecution, and he was unable to consider the 
babbling of the Weimar Republic and the half-measures of a leftist poli
tics-that of the Front Populaire-"with which the rightists would pro
voke revolts "  (Correspondence, 542) as models for a credible politics. In his 
view, the "state of emergency" was the rule, and democracy was dupery or, 
at most ,  a vain effort to forestall the decisive rescue operation. In addit ion, 
there is  no way to fully share Benjamin's skepticism i n  the context of 
Western democracies , where the state of emergency has , i n  any case ,  not 
been the rule for more than half a century and where the problem of 
i njustice, though far from disappearing, is not posed i�  the same terms as 
duri ng the age of Nazism. The idea of a "redemptive" working class 
operati ng in the name of the tradition of the oppressed seems to have been 
definitively set as ide (G. S. ,  1 : 1 246,  ms. 486) . 

A third error-along with styling Benjamin as a democrat or sharing 
his skepticism-would be to believe that a radical demand for justice and 
the real ization of d emocratic principles no longer has any rightful place, 
given the gains of our Western societies . An ocean of misery and oppression 
surrounds these islets of democracy and prosperity. A nd these dernocracies 
are and have been,  in the past and in the present,  largely responsible for that 
s tate of affairs ,  which they favored through colonization and the often 
advantageous exchange of technological expertise for raw materials ; l i nked 
to humanitarian aid to ease our consciences, fueled by ancestral trad itions, 
the cynicism about inequali ty and injustice inhabits our societies . 

Benj amin never heard of Auschwitz,  but havi ng experienced the Nazi 
era and forced exile,  the prospect of a Europe wi thout Jews hardly 
astonished him ; he c! iscussed i t  with Scholem . I n  reaction,  he adopted an 
extreme position that effaced , the dist inction between rnight and right .  
But if the state of emergency/fascism-is the rule i n history, i n  the name 
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of what idea can we crit ici ze such a state? Not in the name of any right 
or law, in any case. In  fact ,  Benjamin always considered law a mythic 
reality. The historical "fact " of genocide is of an enormity such that the 
imperative for " law"-even emancipated from myth-no longer has any 
hold on i t .  Thus Benjamin  wrote :  "The current amazement that the things 
we are experiencing are "sti l l "  possible in the twentieth century i s  not 
phi losophical .  This amazement is not the beginning of knowledge-un
less it is the knowledge that the view of history which g ives rise to it is 
untenable" (Illuminations, 2 57) .  

Benjamin is speaking i ronically of a naive conception of progress that 
supposes that this century ought to be safe from barbarism. But at the same 
time, he excludes any notion of a regression in h istory. As a result ,  there i s  no 
longer any criterion al lowing us to distinguish degrees of inhumanity. For 
most of those who have reflected on it, Auschwitz crossed a threshold. What 
consti tutes the horror of the death camps is not that there existed oppression 
and massacres, which had always existed throughout history: In its scope, 
the inhumanity was not simply regressive but went beyond anything that 
had ever been perpetrated . In that sense, Benjan1in might have found 
confirmation for his thesis; Adorno, in fact ,  i nterpreted all the h istory of the 
West, from the massacre committed by Ulysses to Auschw i tz,  as a conti nu
ous escalation . But this was also a case of barbarism surging up from within 
a civilized society whose constitution, that of the Weimar Republic, was 
founded on humanist , universalist, and democratic values . Not to admi t  
that there was regress ion i s  to  fail to  rake seriously the  age-old struggle for 
the realization of democracy and the gen�alization of universalist princi
ples .  Progress in this sense does not;./�ea-n) as Benjamin supposes , that 
humanity has definit ively acceded to" a:--·�n-re'�sianic" stage that henc:eforth 
excludes barbarism but, rather,: that certain 

-
�ormar:ivegains call:J?.t:_.t'�pressc:;d! · 

but not forgotten. Just as there will probably never -he a -;ociety -wit-no"uti 
· -- I 

violence and i ndividual murders, no society will ever be able to exclude 
barbaric regressions on a larger scale. We must nevertheless maintain the 
notion of regression, and thus also of a "progression" in the apprenticeship 
and the institutionalization of legal and moral norms .  Despite the naivete 
of express ion, what is right in the astonishment about the fact that such 
things "are 'sti ll' possible" is the revolt against such a regression. Without 
such a revolt against regressive violence and inj ustice-a revolt that appeals 
to an acqttired level of institutionalized norms-there is no notion of law; 
there is only hatred , thirs t  for vengeance, and a messianic hope that i s  not 
of this world . Benjamin does not place himself in the domain oflaw, because 
he is convinced of the powerlessness of any norm before the massive 
empirical/art of continual oppression. He faces no opponent in  the guise of 
normative expectat ions; he speaks of victors and vanquished in the thi rd 
person; he resigns h imself to merely observing relat ions of force .  
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I n  Benjamin 's wcrk , the contemporary debate on ethics i s  confronted 
with a rnode of thought s ituated to one side of what seems to have become 
i ts immutable framework, the opposi tion between Kantians and Aris
toteli ans or H egel ians . Here agai n, Benjamin occupies a peculiar p lace: He 
is  claimed both by thi nkers who, l ike Ricoeur, lean toward a neo-Aristote
l ian philosophy and an anchoring of ethics in narrat ion, 

26 
and by t hose who, 

l ike H abermas, defend a procedural ethics of discuss ion. 27 How are such 
contrad ictory claims poss ible ? We find very li ttle moral theory in  Benjamin;  
thus the two sides can draw support only from his i ntuit ions and implici t 
presuppos i tions . 

Benjamin's thought is both traditionalist and cri tical . I t  i s  even critical 
precisely to the extent that i t  lays clai m to a tradition of the forgotten and 
the oppressed . It seeks to give voice to what in history has been condemned 
to mutism. The essay on Carl Gustave Jochmann and his Riickschritte der 
Poesie (Regression of poetry) provides an example . Benjamin  exhumes a 
nearly forgotten Baltic author who wrote in German and who emigrated to 
France, and exhumes with him an entire cul ture of Baltic l iberation 
movements of which almost every trace has d isappeared . Jochmann's mode 
of thinking went against the current.  At a time dom inated by romanticism, 
he was i ts intransigent adversary: l-Ie was opposed to the nostalgic hunt for 
false riches, the insatiable th irst for and ass imilation of the past,  " not 
through a progressive emancipation of humanity by virtue of which it  
considers i ts own history wi th increased vigilance, but through the i rnita
tion and relentless acquisition of all the works of disappeared peoples and 
eras" (G. S. , 2 : 5 8 1) .  Before Adolf Loos, Jochmann was o ne of the first 
opponents of n i neteenth-century historicism , which Benjamin targets in 
his Paris A rcadeJ project .  "Of what belongs to the past,"  he  writes, "al l is 
not lost; of what has been lost ,  al l has not been lost i rremediably;  of what 
has not been replaced , all is  not i rreplaceable" (G. S. , 2 : 5 82) .  What counts 
for Jochmann, as for Vico, from whorn he draws inspi ration ,  are the heights 
of a very old heroic humani ty and of i ts poetry. When he comes i n  contact 
with it, "his prophetic gaze catches fire" (G.S. , 2 : 5  78) .  I n  that poetry, 
human ity for the first t ime discovered i ts own nature and drew strength for 
the long voyage that awai ted it (G. S. , 2 : 5 8 5 ). Like Benjami n midway 
between the Alljklck!lng and romanticism , Jochmann turned toward this 
d istant past to gather hope and a promise of emancipation.  

Friedrich Schlegel said that the historian was a "prophet turned toward 
the past . " Benjamin trans lates this into a method whereby the historian sees 
"his own era through the medium of past destinies" (G.S. , 1 :  1 2 5 0) .  The 
ethical dimension is i ntroduced through the notion of a " rescue operation" : 
I t  is a matter of saving an image from the past that legitimately expects to be 
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delivered because we have a debt toward it. For it  transmits to us that "weak 
Messianic power" that will  redeem history from being that of the victors 
alone. The rescue operation confers on the past i ts " incompletion. " We 
pursue i ts i nsurrectional initiative because we owe it  t hat much. 

A mong the fragments from Paris Arcades, we fi nd on this subject the 
excerpt from an exchange of letters between Benjam i n  and Horkheimer. 
According to his essay on Eduard Fuchs, Benjamin had spoken of the 
"incompleteness of the past " in the case of a historian who considered culture 
not a transm itted good but, rather, a set of meanings whose sense later 
history reveals and modifies .  Horkheimer then makes this observation: "The 1 

assertion of i ncompleteness is idealistic, if completeness isn't included i n  i t.\/ 
Past i njustice has occurred and is done with. The murdered are really 
murdered . [In the last instance, your clai m is theological .]  If one takes 
incompleteness completely seriously, one has to believe in the Last Judg
ment" (Horkheimer's letter of 1 6  March 1 93 7, quoted in "N" 8, 1 ,  p. 6 1 ;  
bracketed section not i n  English version). 

28 

In responding to Horkheimer's letter, Benjamin avoids taking on the 
cri ticism that he remai ns prisoner to idealism and theology. In a note for 
Paris A rcades, in  contrast, he calls for theology. After the passage from 
Horkheimer, he wri tes :  

The corrective to this l ine of thought lies in the reflection that h istory is  
not j ust a science but also a form of memoration [eine Fo111J. deJ 
Eingedenkens] . What science has "established ," memoration can modify. 
Memoration can make rhe incomplete (happiness) into something corn
plete, and the complete (suffering) into something i ncomplete. That i s  
rheology; but in memoration we discover the experience [Erfahrtmg] that 
forbids us to conceive of h istory as thoroughly atheological ,  even though 
we barely dare not attempt to write it  according to l iterally rheological 
concepts . ("N" 8, 1 ,  p.  6 1 )  

What i s  "theological" i n  Benjamin's mind i s  the profane faculty of 
memory to make death and past suffering incomplete. _!\.eme@brance is 
th�ological throug� its function of trans�i�ti�g a (:�essiani0.'power. 
Wtthout that funcnon of mernory, the narosststtc pres�.!_f.g..rgets Its debt 
toward all aspirations for freedom that have been vanquished in  the past .  
Yet the injustices of the past that have not been redeemed haunt us and 
poison us all the more when they are forgotten: They can then  be reproduced 
with i mpunity. 

Art is a privileged manifestation of such a memory. Even if that is not 
i ts first goal , i t  saves from mutism and forgetting certain i rreplaceable 
experiences to which society assigns no other rightful place. I ts works make 
public and conserve through time the possibilities of humanity, the hope 
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they elicit ,  the defeats they have undergone. Art i s  the symbolic crystal
l ization par excel lence of those of humani ty's aborted dreams that cannot or 
could not be translated i nto act ion or i nstitutions, that could leave no trace 
in history. In  that sense, criticism has an ethical task before any consideration 
of t he ethical implications of works of art . It  must gather together and 
ampli fy, by w renching away from oblivion, the exemplary experiences that 
question those that are accepted and defused . That is how i t  contributes to 
writ ing "the history of the vanquished . "  

But  such a "h istory o f  the vanquished" or "tradition o f  t h e  oppressed " 
is i tself an ambiguous reali ty. Like any tradi tion, i t  submi ts i ts norms to 
the laws of empi rical transmissi on:  The fact of being transmitted counts 
more for the tradi tion than the legitimacy of what is thereby transm i t ted . 
The trad i tion of the oppressed conserves the memory of i n j ust ices com
mitted and suffering undergone, but it also transm i ts the deformations and 
pathologies of oppression: accumulated hatred , the des i re for vengeance 
and revenge , the thirst to domi nate those by whom one has been domi
nated . In  his solidari ty with every revol t  against power, Foucaul t  came to 
real i ze the perversi ty of such a reversal , when the domination of the 
formerly oppressed proved to be just  as appall ing,  or even more atrocious , 
than the domination against which they had arisen. Such reversals are 
always possible,  and even probable, wi thi n the framework of a revolt 
animated by hatred and vengeance and this risk even exists i n  the 
Benjaminian model for a decis ive vengeance of all the oppressed of h istory 
by a redemptive class . Instead of consideri ng hatred and the d es i re for 
vengeance-which i s  not to be confused with i nd ignation and the im
perative for justice-as precious drivi ng forces i n  the s t ruggle for eman
cipation, he would have had to see in them the pathological symptoms of 
resentment. 

The Benjaminian h istory of the vanquished rests on  an ethics of 
solidarity but not of reconci l iation. "What Benjamin has in mind , "  writes 
l-Iabermas, 

is the supremely profane insight th�t ethical universal ism also. has to take 
'"" · ·  . ..-·�/-·-

seriously the injustice that has alreadiliappened-a:n<l-rnay1 is seemingly 
i rreversible; that there exists a sol idarity of those born . h1rer with those 
who have preceded them , wi th all those whose bodily or personal 
in tegrity has been violated at the hands of other human beings; and that 
this sol idari ty can only be engendered and made effective by remember-
. 29 mg. 

That presupposes that everyone, includ ing the heirs of the oppressors , 
participate in such a remem brance , to which Habermas , referring to Ben
jamin ,  relentlessly cal ls the Germans of today: 
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The universal ist content of a form of patriotism that is crystall izing 
around the constitutional democratic state must no longer be linked to 
a h istory of victories; it  is incompatible with that crude state of nature
but to the second degree-that characterizes a h istorical consciousness . 
remaining obtuse regarding the prQ_(ound ambivalence of all _rradition,�. 
the chain of irreiJarable cia.ma.g��-:-the dark�srdeof al l cul� conquests \ 

···· ---------····· - .... - "30'" ···-· . .. -- . ------------· 

up to the present. 

Adapting the Benjaminian idea to his own ends , Haberrnas sets aside what 
in Benjamin limits ethical universal ism : the hatred and thirst for vengeance 
that, for the author of the "Theses " in his despair of 1 940, enables the 
oppressed class to find the way to decisive del iverance . The Benjaminian 
ethic of solidarity is deficient because i t  thinks it can rise above the 
abstraction of a formal principle of justice ,  which the oppressed themselves 
would be obl igated to respect .  That is, Benjamin confuses the categories of 
h istorical narration and ethics ,  in the name of a tradi tion of i nj ustice, which 
he wrenches away from murisrr1 and forgeting.  

On the one hand , i n  "The Storytel ler, " Benjamin evokes with nostalgia 
the figure of the ;itst man, the man of counsel ,  who disappears at the same 
ti me as the art of s tory tel l ing . Benjamin cannot conceive of a k ind of j ust ice 
that would no longer be incarnated in substantial virtues such as those of 
the exemplary man of antiquity. Yet the val idity of modern morality does 
not depend on i ts exemplary incarnation in  a j ust man. I n  that sense, 
Benjamin  is not a modern: He cannot dissociate ethics from narration, 
j ustice from the j ust  man . If l i terature and the arts-tragedy, the novel , and 
film--despite their autonomy of structure, are never i ndifferent to ethical 
i ssues, this is not true of l iterature's--or, in general , narration's-impor
tance for ethics .  Ethical action or discourse can draw stipport from narrative 
givens, but the ir  structure is not narrative .  They are guided by reasons that 
can j ust ify the acceptabi l i ty of an action or the norm that inspires i t . 

On the other hand , Benjarnin brings out an important aspect of ethical  
universalism . He formulates the in transigent imperative for social justice, 
without which a supposed reconcil iation between oppressors and oppressed 
wil l  always be worthless .  However indispensable the symbolic recognition of 
sins committed agai nst  the oppressed and the exploi ted , i t  cannot replace 
reparation in the form of a modification of the structures of power and of 
economic relations. As long as the good things in l i fe belong for the most 
part and w i th rare exceptions to an im mutable c ircle of social groups who 
assure the transmission of cultural privi lege, social relations, and material 
advantages to their posteri ty, nothing will prevent the reproduction of 
hatred and violence in those who,  as a general rule, remain excluded. 
Equality of opportunities remains a promise that has not been kept,  and 
recreation centers in poor neighborhoods will  nor change a thing about that. 
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The statist ics on the social origin of the delinquents and criminals who 
people our prisons speak volumes . 3 1  

John Rawls's A Theory ofju.rtice formulates " two principles of j ustice. " 
According to the first ,  "each person is to have an equal right to the most 
extensive basic l iberties compatible with a similar li berty for others . "  This 
principle is l imited by the economic real ism of the second : "Social and 
economic inequal i t ies are to be arranged so that they are both  a) reasonably 
expected to be to eyeryone's advantage, and b) attached to  posit ions and 
offices open to al l . "-'2 At the level of universal principles excluded a priori 
from the discussion, Rawls i ntroduces a justification for inequali t ies ,  in the 
name of "the_advantage of everyone . "  Thus, the imperat ive to redistribute 
freedoms and .goods mus·r-take inn). account the risk of i nefficiency, which 
would produce disadvantages for all-which means that the leaders of the 
economic system should fix l imits on redistribution in the interest of 
everyone or guarantee the balance of dissatisfaction in the way i t  has been 
maintained since the Keynes ian rebalanc ing of the l iberal economy. On the 
other hand, everyone must have an equal chance to accede to posit ions and 
functions that society cannot do without .  This means that everyone must have 
the "chance" to become a garbage man or warehouse worker, unless society 
extends unemployment through automation and robotization. 

This important theory 's h istorical meri t is to have served as a start ing 
point for the contemporary debate on ethics , poli tical theory, and subjects 
such as civil d isobedience; i t  is, in  fact ,  presented here only in the form of 
an a lmost caricatured reduction. Hi l lary Putnam has added to it a third 
principle that moves toward the Benjaminian imperative :  "Do not rnake 
the underprivileged wait forever. " We could add :  Do not abandon the 
defense of this principle to the poli tical organizations of resentment .  
Whatever the practical real i ty that could be given to such a principle, the 
theory of j ustice cannot , w ithout ideological deformation, anticipate the 
pri nciples in whose name a just action would or should be d i rected . It  can 
at the most define-or, rather, reconstruct-the condi t ions under which 
j ustice has the chance to come into being and of which we have an i ntuitive 
notion. 
-<Tv I n  such a theory of justice ,  ethics wouJd not be founded solely on 

. ' ' :I\ -·�--------�--J ___ ..-..-' 

memory. In a general way, memory____;_Qr tradi tion-could not be a criterion 
for j ust ice. I t  goes without saying that there would be no j ustice without 
memory, but there would also not be no j ust ice without l iving beings, 
without the possibi l i ty and the real i ty of in justice, and so on. In actual i ty, 
j ustice i s  always practiced as a function of tradit ions . Bur as soon as d i fferent 
tradi tions confront one another, they are obl iged to move toward more 
universal principles . I r is a stri ke against Benjarr1 in that the act of founding 
ethics on memory, even the universal memory of injustice , stems from a 
parti cularist att i tude. Ir does not accede ro the principles and procedures of 
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a universalist ethics. Yet witho11t such a conceptual horizon, the act of 
decentering ethical universalism in order to include in it redemption for 
past injustices leads to a regression that is manifested in  the tendency toward 
hatred. 

Ethics is not the strong point ofBenjamin's thought .  In 1 940, he found 
himself in an apocalyptic situation, facing opponents who flouted the most 
elementary bonds among human beings ; although they may excuse Ben
jamin,  such considerations cannot be erected into a valid principle beyond 
that situation. In relation to ethical universalism, the history of the van
quished stems from moral skepticism and reasoning in terms of relations of 
forces . 

* 

Benjamin remains one of the most remarkable thinkers of his century, 
through the force he was able to give to the reading of works of art and 
historical documents and ,  in particular, through his abi l i ty to make aes
thetic criticism the field for a highly political pract ice of memory, the 
exercise of the most intense presence of mind and one most favorable for 
consciousness-rais ing. The examples he provided make the history of West
ern ideas before him seem l ike a tradition truncated from some of its most 
subversive artistic intui t ions. That tradition does not survive-and does not 
deserve to survive-except as it is questioned from within .  



* 

Co n clu s i o n 

To seize the unity of Benjamin's thought is no easy task; i ts very identity 
seems to escape at times,  to amount to no more than a style. The systema
tizat ion and periodization of B enjamin's thinking in this book should allow 
readers to understand and reduce to a minimal coherence the multiplicity 
of facets this thinker presents to posteri ty. But this systematic character i s  
not proper to  Benjam in's thought. It is  a construction, a schematization 
i ntroduced for purposes of c larification. For the most part, the unity of 
Benjamin's phi losophical thought is assured only by the reflections he 
devotes to i t  in his Correspondence, under pressure from the questions raised 
by his baffled friends;  he admits at times that he has not succeeded in  
reconcil ing the extremes that consti tute the poles of  his mode of  thinking .  
Without these letters , i t  would hardly be possible to get our bearings i n  his  
multiform oeuvre; hence the considerable place they legitimately occupy in  
the German edition of h i s  works. The fact that the Correspondence constitutes 
the principal l ink in  a mode of thought that is in fact spl intered i ndicates 
that the coherence is  less conceptual than , if not biographicai , then at leas t  
t ied to  the hermeneutic effort to  constitute an intellectual,  l iterary, and 
pol itical biography that presents a minimum of continuity. 

If  every reader has managed to appropriate a different Benjamin in 
privileging either the "theological" approach, the "materialist" approach, or a 
purely aesthetic approach and, within these overall visions, one "moment" 
rather than others-a baroque Benjamin; a modern close to Baudelaire; a critic 
committed to the avant-garde, Kafka, Proust, surrealism, or Brecht; a theorist 
of the media; a l iterary writer, author of Einbahnstrasse and Berliner Kindheit-if 
such an atomization has been possible, it is also because of a peculiarity in  this 
aesthetic criticism that has been erected into a full-blown philosophy. In 
approaching a work of art or an artistic or literary current, it deals each time 
with a "way of seeing the world" whose coherence is irreducible. 

2 .5 9 
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The suggestion of Benjamin 's writings is that each of these "moments" 
of his critici sm,  each of the "vis ions " considered significant, i s  related to a 
virtual phi losophical uni ty that was never formulated as such. The wri ters 
and artists seem to be li nked by an i ntellectual sol idari ty, defined above all 
by their  shared rejection of an order of the world symbolized by totalitarian
ism . In fact, however, there is l i ttle conceptual synthesis poss ible between 
the profane approach of surreal ism, the modern vers ions of] udaism in Kraus 
and Kafka, the polit ical theater of Brecht ,  and the poetry of Baudelaire. 
Through the schemata of his i nterpretations, Ben jam in makes us believe 
that such an ideal unity exists . He did not adequately distinguish between 
the principles of an aesthetics and the considerations of a criticism that, i n  
each case, i s  i ndebted t o  a particular work o f  art and i ts context o f  reception. 
He  d id not do so because his  concept of truth obliged him to decipher 
individual works of art and their context as unforeseeable i ndexes of a 
doctrinal unity to come. The fragil ity of that undertaking l ies i n  a theory 
t hat places truth in a dependent role in relation to historical events; the 
chance events of l i terary and art history and of polit ical upheavals make 
B enjam in the plaything of contexts , to the point that his identity seems at 
t imes to escape us. Independent of real history, there is  no i mperious 
necess i ty in the succession of periods and moments that compose his oeuvre; 
no internal logic that would lead from theology to rnaterialism and from 
materialism to an indelible residue of theology; no teleology leadi ng frorn 
a philosophy of language founded on the idea of a con1munication with God 
to a conception of history founded on the principle of the memory of the 
vanquished and forgotten. Benjamin would not be a thi nker worthy of the 
name if his incessant changes were merely opportunistic and i ncoherent. 
They always obey the same fundamental quest for salvation in the search , 
first, for the power of lost narning ;  second, for presence of mind and polit ical 
effectiveness; and fi nal ly, for the memory of the vanquished and the op
pressed through a broadening solidarity with the dead and forgotten. 

From a systematic point of view, the center of all this work of reflection 
is the question of the work of art. The work of art constitutes the strategic 
place where the theological situation of the contemporary age,  the source of 
tradition and of memory, manifests i tself; but the modern work of art i s  also 
the stakes in multiple subversions that target the deceptiveness of art's 
appearance, its illusory beauty, myth, and ideology. The fundamental aporia 
ofBenjaminian thought forms around a philosophical need for art , formulated, 
in the name of truth, and a need to reduce the ambiguity and il lusions that 
are linked to art in the name of that same truth. Hence the process of, 
disenchantment combined with the recurrent image of a rescue operation. But ·. 

this process is also dose to that of modern art itself and its self-destructive i 
adventure, of which Benjamin has become, for that very reason, one of the ' 

exemplary theorists. 
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No tes 

N O TES T O  IN TR O D UC TI O N  

1 .  Fo r  works on Benjamin's l ife ,  see the Bibl iography. 

2 .  See especially N. Bolz and W. van Rei jen,  Walter Benjamin (Frankfurt & New 
York: Campus , 1 99 1 ), 1 1 7-1 2 6. 

3. See J .  Bouveresse, Le my the de !'interior ire: Experience, s ignification, et lang age prive 
chez Wittgenstein (Paris: Minuit,  1 976). 

4 .  References to Walter Benjamin's works wil l  be cited in the text; ful l  publication 
information appears i n  the Bibliography. 

5 .  The set of works by P. Ricoeur constituted by La metaphore vive and Temps et recit 
provides another example of this . 

6. "My concept of origin [Ursprung} in the Tratterspiel book is a strict and 
compell ing transfer of this fundamental principle of Goethe's from the realm of 
nature to that of history. Origins-the concept of the primal phenomenon,  carried 
over from the pagan context of nature into the Jewish contexts of history" ("N" 2a, 
4 ,  pp. 49-50); " I will let my Christian Baudelaire be taken into heaven by nothing 
but Jewish angels . But arrangements have al ready been made to let him fall as if by 
chance in  the last third of the ascension , shortly before h is entrance into g lory" 
(Cor·respondence, 6 1 2 , letter of 2 1  September 1 939). This i ndicates that Baudelaire's 
complete rescue seems impossible to Benjamin .  

7 .  See G. Scholem , "Walter Benjamin," i n  On Jews and }ttdaism in  Crisis (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1 976), 1 72-1 97 . 

8. See G.  Scholem, Walter Benjamin: The Story of a Friendship� trans . H .  Zohn  (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1 98 1 ): "Benjamin knew next to noth ing about Jewish 
affairs . . . .  About derails of Jewish history he was totally uni nformed" (7 2). 

9.  See Scholem's letter to Benjamin ,  26 August 1 93 3 , in  W. Benjamin and G. 
Scholem, Briefwechsel 1 933-1 940 (Frankfurt : Suhrkamp, 1 980), 87 ff. 

1 0 . According to Scholem ("Walter Benjamin and His Ange l , "  i n  On jew.r and 
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j�tdaism in Crisis, 2 33-234n.), Benjamin was acquainted with the notion of tiqottn, 
messianic redemption, through the book by F. ) . Molitor, Philosophie der Geschichte 
oder ri'ber die Tradition ( 1 827- 1 8  5 3), which he had owned since 1 9 1 6  (Correspondence, 
82 ,  letter of 1 1  November 1 9 1 6),  and through an article by Scholem h imself that 
appeared in the Encyclopoedia Judaica, but only in 1 93 2 .  

1 1 . F. Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, trans . W. W. Hallo (New York: l-iolt, 
R inehart , & Winston, 1 97 1  ). See also S .  Moses, Systeme et revelation: La philosophie de 
Franz RosenzU'eig (Paris : Seuil,  1 982). 

1 2 . See D.  Janicaud's cri tique, Le to11rnant theologiqtte de Ia phenomenologie franfaise 
(Combas,  France: Eclat, 1 99 1 ). 

1 3 . See ). Habermas, "Zu Max Horkheimers Satz: 'Einen unbedingten Sinn zu 
rerren ohne Gott, ist ei tel, ' " in Texte und Kontexte (Frankfurt : Suhrkamp, 1 99 1 ), 
1 2 1 ff. 

1 4. M. Foucault, course on Kant's Was ist Alljklcirrmg? (What is Enlightenment?), 
Magazine litteraire 207 (May 1 984): 39. 

1 5 . See G.  Deleuze and F. Guattari , Qr/est-ce que !a philosophie? (Paris: Minuit, 
1 99 1 ). 

1 6. T. w: Adorno, Prisms, trans . S. Weber and S. Weber (Cambridge, Mass. :  MIT 
Press, 1 98 1 ), 2 29-24 1 .  

1 7 . Scholem sees in  Benjamin a metaphysician oflanguage and "the legitimate heir 
of the most productive and most genuine traditions of Hamann and Humboldt" 
(Correspondence, 3 74). 

N O TE S  TO CHA P TE R  I 

1 .  See, for example, Correspondence: "my particular place as a philosopher of 
language" (37 2 ,  translation modified); and "Curriculum vitae" (6), p .  4 1 .  

2 .  An exegetical exercise often undertaken by the mystics of language; see Jakob 
Bohme, Mysterium magnum ( 1 62 3) and Johann Georg Hamann, Aesthetica in nuce 
( 1 762). 

3 .  {In French , this distinction is grammatical : Le verbe, in addition to signifying 
the word of God (the logos), also means "verb."  Le nom is the word both for "noun" 
and for " name. "-J.  M. T.] 

4. L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans . G. E. M. Anscombe (New 
York: Macmillan, 1 958) ,  1 9e (aphorism 38). 

5 .  R. Jakobson, "Linguisrique et poerique," in Essais de lingttistiqrte gemfrale, trans . 
N .  Ruwet (Paris: Minuit, 1 963), 2 1 8 U .  M. T. 's translation from the French] .  

6. L. Wittgenstein ,  Tractattts logico-philosophicm, in The Wittgenstein Reader, ed. A .  
Kenny (Oxford & Cambridge: Blackwell, 1 994): "Whereof one  cannot speak, 
thereof one must be silent" (#7 , p. 3 1 ). But Wittgenstein further explains : "There 
is indeed the inexpressible. This shows i tself; it is the mystical. The right method 



No t es 2 63 

of phi losophy would be this. To say nothing except what can be said,  i .e. the 
proposit ions of natural science, i .e .  something that has nothing to do with philoso
phy: and then always, when someone else wished ro say someth ing metaphysical, 
to demonstrate to h im that he has given no meaning to certain signs in his 
propositions" (#6 . 5 22 ,  6 . 53 ,  p. 3 1 ). Thus, Wittgenstein would have used this 
method against Ben jamin. 

7. H .-G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. ] .  Weinsheimer and D.  G. Marshall ,  
2nd rev. ed . (New York: Continuum, 1 994): "Hence the critique of the correctness 
of names in the Cratyl!IS is  the first step toward modern instrumental theory of 
language and the ideal of a s ign system of reason" ( 4 1 8). 

8 .  Ibid . ,  384.  

9. Ibid . ,  474.  

1 0. Ibid . ,  490-49 1 .  

1 1 . See the detailed study by W. Menninghaus, Walter Benjamins Theorie der 
Sprachmagie (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 980). 

1 2 . D. D iderot, Corre.rpondance 4 ,  ed . Georges Roth and Jean Varloot (Paris, 
1 95 5-1 97 0), 5 7 ;  quoted in  Michael Fried , A bsorption and Theatricality: Painting and 
Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Berkeley, Los Angeles , and London: Univers i ty of 
Cal iforn ia Press , 1 980), 147.  

1 3 . Gadamer, Tt·11th and i\fethod, 383-389, 395-396. 

1 4 . ] .-] . Rousseau, Essai s11r l'origine des lang11es, ed. J . Starobinski (Paris : Gal limard, 
1 990), 68 U .  M. T. 's translation]. 

1 5 . ]. G .  Hamann ,  Aesthetica in m1ce� preceded by Sokratische Denkwiirdigkeiten 
( 1 7 5 9- 1 762) (Stuttgart: Reclam , 1 986), 87,  and 8 1  U.  M .  T. 's translation] . 

1 6. Cf. M. Heidegger, Being and Time. trans. ]. Macquarrie and E. Robinson 
(London : SCM. Press , 1 962): "If, however, truth rightfully has a primordial connec
tion with Being, then the phenomenon of truth comes within the range of the 
problematic of fundamental ontology" (256, para. 44). ·He here clearly contrasts 
this conception of truth as "d isclosed ness" and "Being-uncovering" (263-264) to 
the "traditional concept of truth" accord ing to which "the ' locus' of truth is assertion 
(judgment)" (257 ). 

1 7 .  Cf. E. Tugendhar, Der Wahrheitsbegriffbei Husser/ !tnd Heidegger (Berl in :  Walter 
de Gruyter, 1 967). 

1 8. Ibid. 

1 9. T. W. Adorno, 0 ber \'(/after Benjamin, rev. ed. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 990), 
3 5 ff. 

20. Cf. my article, "De la philosophic comme critique l itteraire: Walter Benjamin 
et le jeune Lubks," Revue d'Esthetique 1 ( 1 98 1  ) , repr. 1 990. In The Origin of German 
Tragic Drama, Benjamin often cites Soul and Fo,.m, bur only the essay on tragedy. 

2 1 .  G. Lukacs, Soul and Fot7ll. trans . A. Bostock (Cambridge, Mass . :  MIT Press ,  
1 97 8), 1 6 . 
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22 .  There is  a very similar definition of ph i losoph ical activity as  a "creation of 
concepts," compared to science and art , in G. Deleuze and F. Guattari, Qu'est-ce qtte 
!a philosophie? (Paris: Minuit, 1 99 1 ). 

2 3 .  Cf. Gadamer, Truth and Method: "Plato was the first to show that the essential 
element in  the beautiful was alerheia . . . .  The beautiful ,  the way in  which goodness 
appears , reveals i tself in i ts being: ir presents i tself' (487) .  

24. Benjamin is alluding here to "The Task of rhe Translator. " 

2 5 .  Cf. K. BUhler, "L'onomatopee et la fonction representative du langage" ( 1 932), 
in J . -C. Pariente, ed . ,  Essais sur le langage (Paris : Minuit, 1 969), 1 1 1 - 1 3 2 . 

26 .  Regard ing the difference between similarity and denotation , cf. N .  Goodman, 
Languages of Art: A n  Approach to a Theory of Symbols (Indianapolis & New York: 
Bobbs-Merri l l ,  1 968): "A picture, to represent an object, must  be a symbol for i t ,  
stand for it ,  refer to i t ;  and . . .  no degree of resemblance is sufficient to establish 
the requisite relationsh ip of reference. Nor is resemblance necessary for reference; 
almost anything may stand for almost anyth ing else. A p icture that represents-like 
a passage that describes-an object refers to, and, more particularly, denotes i t .  
Denotation is the core of representation and is independent of resemblance" (5 ) . 

27 .  Cf. Thesis 5 in "Theses on the Phi losophy of His rory" :  "The past can be seized 
only as an image which flashes up at the instant when it can be recognized and is  
nev�r seen again"  (lll�tminations, 2 5 5 ). 

28 .  Benjamin will  refer to this in 1 93 5  in "Problen1e der Sprachsoziologie," his 
essay written for the Frankfurt School's Zeitschrift fiir Sozialforschttng, bur this late 
d iscovery did nor have any influence on his own thinking. 

N O TES TO CHA P TE R  II 

1 .  A es th e ti cs of th e Su b li m e 

1 .  "Dichtermut" ( 1 800) and "BIOdigkeit" ( 1 803 ), two vers ions of the same poem. 

2 .  A concept borrowed from I-Iolderl in's essay on Sophocles . 

3. Benjamin is cit ing a passage from a book by C. Pingoud , Grttndlinien der 
cisthetischen Doktrin F1: Schlegels (Srutrgarr, 1 9 14). 

4 .  I. Kant , Critiqtte ofjudgment, trans . J. H .  Bernard (New York & london: Hafner, 
1 968), 1 7 .  

5 .  ] .  G .  Fichte, The System of Ethics Based on the Science of Knowledge (london: Kegan 
Paul,  1 897) U. M .  T.'s translation]. 

6.  See E. Tugendhat, Selhstbeuwsstsein tmd Selbsthestimmung: Sprachana!ytische lnter
pretationen (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 979), 62 ;  see also D. Henrich, "La decouverte 
de Fichte," Retme de metctphysique et de morale ( 1 967): 1 54-1 69.  

7 .  See C.  Menke, Die Souvercinitcit der Kunst (Frankfurt : Athenaum, 1 988; 
Suhrkamp, 1 99 1 ). 
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8 .  G .  Lukacs, Theory of the Noz,el, trans. A. Bostock (Cambridge, Mass . :  MIT Press , 
1 97 1  ), 5 7 . See also R. Rochlitz, Le jetme Lukdc.r (Paris: Payor , 1 983) .  

9 .  This is the origin of Benjamin's concept of  resemblance , which he wi l l  still be 
using in 1 939 in reference to Baudelaire ,  when he defines the beautiful as "the object 
of experience in the state of resemblance" (11/mninations, 1 99). 

1 0 . This text and The Origin of German Tragic Drama, "The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduct ion ,"  "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire ,"  and "Theses on the 
Philosophy of History" must be considered among Benjamin 's key works. 

1 1 . In fact, the journal never appeared: The publisher who had requested it went 
bankrupt. 

1 2 . As an example of the myth ic ambiguity of the law, Benjamin cites the 
well-known claim by Anatole France that "poor and rich are equally forbidden to 
spend the n ight under the bridges" (Reflections, 296). Inasmuch as Benjamin l inks 
the normat ive dimension of the law ro the factual dimension of in just ice rhat results 
from its application, he can situate justice only in the transcendent and unground
able sphere of  "divine violence. " 

1 3 . For an analogous and equally problematic eth ical model i n  the work of the 
young Lukacs (On Poorness ofSpirit), see my book Lejeune L11kdcs, 1 2 5-1 39.  

14 .  J .  Habermas, "Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism : Walter Ben
jamin 's Contemporaneity, "  New German Critique 17 (Spring 1 979) :  40.  

1 5 . See A.  Danto, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace: A Philosophy of A rt 

(Cam bridge, Mass . :  Harvard University Press ,  1 98 1  ). 

1 6. See R. Bubner, "De quelques conditions devant etre rem plies par une esthetique 
contemporaine ,"  trans. R .  Roch litz,  in R .  Rochlitz, ed . ,  Theories esthetiques apres 
Adorno (Arles: Acres Sud, 1 990), 8 3ff. 

1 7 . I .  Kant, Verkiindigtmg des naben Abscbluues eines Traktats zum ewigen Frieden in 
der Pbi!osophie. In Werke. (Frankfurt : Suhrkamp,  1 968), 408--409 U.  M .  T. 's trans
lation}. 

1 8 . See B ubner, "Quelques conditions," 87 .  

1 9. In  1 93 7 ,  Benjamin publ ished a French translation of a fragment of  h i s  essay 
on Goethe under the tide "L'angoisse mythigue chez Goethe" (Mythic anxiety in  
Goethe), trans. P. Klossowski ,  Cahiers du S11d ( 1 937): 1 94. 

20. "Clear the land where only madness has until now grown in abundance. 
Advance with the sharpened ax of reason ,  looking neither right nor left , so as nor 
to succumb to the horror that, deep in the virgin forest ,  seeks to seduce you. All 
the earth must one day be cleared by reason , stripped of the brush of deli r ium 
and myth . That is we what we wish to do here for the fal low land of the nineteenth 
century" (G.S  . .. 5 : 5 7 9). It is  nevertheless reason-an incorrupt ible lucid ity, a 
sobriety that resists al l seduction-that he i nvokes , rais i ng the guest ion ofbeauty 
in relat ion to Elective Affinities: "To confront i t ,  we need a courage which, from 
the safety of i ndestruct ible reason ,  can abandon itself ro i ts prod igious, magical 
beauty" (G.S . . 1 :  1 80). 



N o t es 

2 1 . For theological reasons: "For it is not a work made by the hand of man but the 
work of the Creator h imself" (G.S. ,  5 :60). 

22 .  When T. W. Adorno affirms in h is Aesthetic Theory, trans . C. Lehnhardt (London 
and New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul ,  1 984), that the " redemption of appear
ance" is "central to aesthetics" ( 1 57 ,  translation modified), he starts from the same 
theological idea as does Benjamin ,  whose intuitions he is translating .  

23 .  G .  W. F. Hegel, Aesthetics: Lect11res on Fine Art, trans. T. M.  Knox (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press , 1 97 5 ). 

24.  "Tragic poetry is opposed to epic poetry as a tendentious re-shaping of 
tradition"  (Origin, 1 06). 

2 5 .  D. Dideror, De Ia poesie dramatiq11e, in Oemtres esthetiqttes. ed. P. Verniere (Paris : 
Garnier, 1 968), 2 5 2  U .  M .  T.'s translation) . 

2 6. See F. C .  Rang, Historische Psycho/ogie des Karneva!s (Berlin :  Brinkmann & Bose, 
1 98 3) .  

27 .  Cf. C. Schmitt, Political Theology: Fo11r Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, trans. 
G. Schwab (Cambridge, Mass . :  MIT Press, 1 98 5). 

28. Max Weber is not cited in The Origin of Gmrtan Tragic Dt"ama, but a text that 
irs publ ishers date from 1 92 1 ,  entitled "Capitalism as Religion" (G.S., 6: 1 00ff.), 
shows that Benjam in had read Weber's writings on the sociology of rel igion. 
According to Benjamin, capital ism is not simply, "as Weber thinks , "  a structure 
conditioned by religion ( i .e . ,  Protestantism) but "an essentially rel igious phenome
non . "  It is a religion without dogma, reduced to ritual pure and s imple, which 
universalizes guilt by extending it  to God, rhus plunging the world into despair. 
Benjamin cites Nietzsche (and h is theory of the overman), Freud (and the "capital i
zat ion" of the repressed),  and Marx (and the capitalization of debt) as thinkers of 
capital ist rel igion, a religion from which any idea of conversion and purification 
has been eliminated ; hence the idea of vanquishing capitalism through a critique 
of i rs mythic rel igion, which is compared to "primit ive paganism" (6: 1 03) and is 
characterized as being of a purely "practical" orientation and devoid of all "moral ,"  
"higher" interest .  

2 9. M .  Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans . T. Parsons (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons; London: Georg Allen & Unwin, 1 9 5 2), 1 8 1 .  

30. Ibid. ,  8 5 .  

3 1 .  Ibid. ,  80.  

32 .  See H .  Lausberg, Elementederliterarischen Rhetorik (Munich : Max Hueber, 1 963), 
1 39 .  

33 .  Ibid. ,  1 40-1 4 1  Q. M. T. 's translation}. 

34. D. Dideror, Essais s11r Ia peintttre, in Oe�tvres esthetiqttes, 7 1 2  U. M. T. 's transla
tion) . 

3 5 .  Nietzsche, however, l inks the Dionysian to a particular " intoxication" that is 
foreign to Benjaminian allegory bur that will return in the " intoxication" and 
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"profane i llumination" that are the watchwords of Benjamin 's second aesthetics ; see 
F. Nietzsche, The Birth ofTragedy, trans.  W. Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 
1 967), 40.  

3 6. See A .  Weltmer, "Dialectique de la modernite er de la posrmodernite," trans . 
M. Lhomme and A .  Lhomme, Les Cahiers de Philosophie 5 (Spring 1 988): 1 20 .  

3 7 .  These themes are developed by J .  Derrida in De fa grammatologie (Paris : Minuit,  
1 967), but from a perspective that claims to be atheological . 

38 .  Two references were probably seminal for Benjamin as he was drafting The 
Origin of Gmnan Tragic Drama: Rosenzweig's The Star of Redemption and Lukacs's 
Theory of the Novel (which he does not cite,  although he does quote Soul and Form); 
in  h is correspondence, he also invokes History and Class Consciomness, which he 
discovered as he was completing The Origin of German Tt·agic Drama. Benjamin 's 
"theological" perspective is so close to that of the Theory of the Novel that the work 
on tragic drama could be read as a development of the theory of Shakespearean 
drama that is merely outl ined in Lukacs's book. 

3 9. As Scholem has shown, Benjamin attributed Satanic qualities to h imself (see 
G. Scholem, "Walter Benjamin and His Angel ," in On jews and judaism in Crisis 
[New York: Schocken Books , 1 97 6) 2 1 3ff.);  Ben jamin 's critique of Goethe's 
demonism can be understood as a self-criticism. 

40. "Irony, the self-surmounting of a subjecrivity that has gone as far as i t  was 
possible to go, is the highest freedom that can be achieved in a world without God" 
(Lukacs, Theory of the Novel. 93). 

4 1 .  In a letter to Scholem ( 1 6 September 1 924), written before the completion of 
the book, Benjamin goes so far as to suppose that the Marxis t  theory of the primacy 
of praxis over theory in Lukacs's History and Class Consciousness approaches episte
mological "principles [that} resonate for me or val idate my own thinking" (Corre
spondence, 248). 

42. See J .  Habermas, i\1oral Consciomness and Commttnicative Action (Cambridge, 
Mass . :  MIT Press, 1 990), 1 98 .  

43 .  See Lausberg, Elemente, 1 39.  

2 .  A rt in th e Service of Poli t ics 

1 .  See h is remarks in Origin (5 3-5 5), where he calls the twenty years of expres
s ionist l i terature a period of "decadence" (5 5) .  

2 .  In another text , "Traumkitsch" (Dream kitsch ; probably from 1 925  ), where we 
also find the first sign of Benjamin's interest in surreal ism, we read the following:  
"What we used to call art only begins two meters from the body" (G.S. , 2 :62 2). 

3. This aphorism appears under the advertising rubric "For Men ," which suggests 
a play on the word iiberzeugen (to convince). Ze11gen means " to procreate, "  an activity 
that would rhus be more "fruitful" than that of trying to convince other people. 
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"Procreation" is  also the  last word in  Einbahnstrasse, a magic formula for a kind of  
N ietzschean Marxism: "The living being conquers the frenzy of destruction only 
in  the intoxication of procreation" (Reflections, 94, translation modified). 

4. "Mallarme's [typographical experiments] . . .  grew out of the inner nature of 
h is style . . . .  [Hence} the topical ity of what Mallarme, monadical ly, in his hermetic 
room, had discovered through a pre-established harmony with all the decisive events 
of our t imes in economics , technology, and public l ife" (Rejlectiom. 77). 

5. "If  the elimination of the bourgeoisie is not accomplished before an almost 
calculable moment of techn ical and scientific evolution (indicated by inflation and 
chemical warfare), all is lost" (G.S., 4 : 1 2 2). 

6.  Telepathy is also the center of the theory of language that Benjamin develops 
in 1 93 3  under the name "mimetic facul ty," which he l inks to Freud's essay on 
"Telepathie und Psychoanalyse" (Telepathy and psychoanalysis). See Correspondence, 
5 2 1 ,  letter  of 30 January 1 936. 

7 .  In a 1 926 essay entitled "Carl Albrecht Bernouill i ,  Johann Jacob Bachofen, und 
das Natursymbol" (G.S. ,  3:43--45), Benjamin refers to the "great philosopher and 
anthropologist" Ludwig Klages, who like Benjamin was a graphologist and who was 
the author of Geist als V?idersacher der Seele (Mind as the adversary of the soul). "Among 
the real ities of 'natural mythology,' which Klages, in his research, attempts to restore 
to human memory, by wrenching them from a mi llennia! oblivion, we find in  the first 
place what he calls ' images, '  real and acdve elements, by virtue of which a deeper world, 
which is discovered only in ecstasy, exerts its power through the intermediary of man, 
in the world of the mechanical senses. But images are souls, whether the souls of things 
or human souls; they are the souls of a distant past that constitutes the world, where 
the consciousness of primitive men, comparable to the dream consciousness of modern 
man, receives its perceptions" (G.S. , 3 :44). 

8. "For in the joke, too, in invect ive, in misunderstandi ng, in all cases where an 
action puts forth in its own image and exists, absorbi ng and consuming ir, where 
nearness looks with its own eyes , the long-sought image sphere is opened, the world 
of un iversal and integral actualities , where the 'best room '  is miss ing-the sphere, 
in a word, in which polit ical materialism and physical nature share the inner man, 
the psyche, the ind ividual, or whatever else we wish to throw to them, with 
d ialectical justice, so that no l imb remains unrenr. Nevertheless, indeed, precisely 
after such dialectical annihilation-this will be a sphere of images and, more 
concretely, of bodies" (Reflections, 1 9 1 -1 92). 

9 .  See G.  Bataille, La litteratttre et le mal, i n  Oeuvres completes, vol . 9 (Paris : 
Gall imard, 1 979) ,  27 1-286. 

1 0. This metaphor wil l  later be found in Heidegger, in  the notion of a "retreat" of 
Being, present in i ts absence. 

1 1 . See the letters of 20-2 5 May 1 92 5  (Correspondence, 266-270) and 7 May 1 940 
(Correspondence, 628-63 5) .  

1 2 . This interest seems to have been el ici ted by Werner Kraft .  

1 3 . " Karl Kraus liest Offenbach" (Karl Kraus reads Offenbach), published in  Die 
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literarische Welt (20 April 1 928), G.S. , 4 :5 1 5-5 1 7 ;  "Karl Kraus, "  published in  the 
Dutch journal i 1 0  (20 December 1 938), G.S. , 2 :624ff. ;  and "Wedekind und Kraus 
in der Volksbi.ihne" (Wedekind and Kraus in rhe people's theater), published in Die 
literarische Welt ( I  November 1 929), G.S. ,  4: 5 5 1-5 54). 

1 4 . All Benjamin's writings and notes on Kafka can be found in the Gesammelte 
Schriften. In addition to the long 1 934 essay (G.S. , 2 :409-438), see also the 1 93 1  
essay "Franz Kafka: Beim Bau der Chinesischen Mauer" (Franz Kafka: On the 
construction of the wall of China; G.S. , 2 :675 -683) and the notes and reflections 
(G.S. , 2: 1 1 90-1 264).  The majority of these rexrs, as well as excerpts from the 
correspondence with Scholem, W. Kraft, and Adorno, have been brought together 
in H. Schweppenhauser, ed . ,  Benjamin iiher Kafka: Texte, Briefzmgnisse, Att/zeichllngen 
(Frankfurt : Suhrkamp, 1 98 1 ). 

1 5 . "It was therefore Loos's firs t  concern ro separate the work of art from the article 
of use,  as i t  was that of Kraus to keep apart information and the work of art. The 
hack journalist is in his heart at one with the ornamenral isr" (Reflections, 24 1 ). 

1 6 . See, in addi tion to The Origin of German Tragic Drama, "Karl Kraus,"  " the origi n  
i s  the goal" (Reflertionr, 265 , translation modified), a quotation from Kraus that i s  
also used as a n  epigraph for the fourteenth thesis of "Theses on the Philosophy of 
History," and " 'origin'-rhe phenomenon's seal of authenticity" (Reflections, 2 66 , 
translation modified).  

1 7 . See T. W. Adorno,Jargon der Eigentlirhkeit (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 964), 8.  

1 8. Yet Kraus does d isappoint  Benjamin in 1 934 in  his "capitulation to Ausrro
fascism" (Correspondence, 4 58 ,  letter of 27 September 1 934), a fal l  that Benjamin 
arrributes to the triumph in Kraus of the demon over the inhuman angel, and which 
s ignifies the loss of h is authority. That is nor the only explanation possible for this 
lapse. Inasmuch as no judgment is infal lible, the distinction between opinion and 
judgment is problematic. It is the claim ro infallibil ity that links thinkers as diverse 
as Kraus, Benjamin, and Heidegger in the cult of authenticity. 

1 9. That "the age has not been able to find a new social order to correspond to its 
own technological horizons" (G.S. ,  5 : 1 25 7)  will be one of the guidi ng ideas for the 
work on Paris A t·cades. 

20. "The not insubstantial importance to me of Kafka's work resides not least i n  
the fact that h e  doesn't rake up any o f  the posi tions communism is  right to be 
fighting" (Correspondence. 440, letter of 6 May 1 934). 

2 1 .  See the letter from Scholem to Ben jamin on 14 August 1 934 : "Too many 
quotations and roo l i ttle interpretation,"  in W. Benjamin  and G. Scholem, Brie
fwechse/ 1 933-1 940 (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 980), 1 69. 

2 2. I bid . ,  1 7 5 .  

2 3 .  The figure o f  the " l i ttle hunchback" also appears at the end of Berliner Kindheit. 

24. "Art i n  i rs beginnings sti l l  leaves over something mysterious, a secret forebod
ing and a kind of longing, because i ts creations have not completely set forth their 
full content for imaginat ive vision .  But if the perfect content has been perfectly 



2 7 0 N o tes 

revealed in  artistic shapes, then the more far-seeing spirit rejects this  objective 
manifestation and turns back into irs inner self. This is the case in our own time. 
We may well hope that art will always rise higher and come to..p..erfection, but the 
form of art has ceased to be the supreme need of the spirit . No matter how excellent 
we find the statues of the Greek gods, no matter how we see God the Father, Christ, 
and Mary so estimably and perfectly portrayed: it is no help; we bow the knee no 
longer" (G. W. F. Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine A rt, trans. T. M. Knox [Oxford : 
Clarendon Press, 1 975 }, 1 : 1 03 ). 

2 5 .  M. Weber, "Science as a Vocation," in From Max Weber: Esrays in Sociology, ed. 
and trans . H. H. Gerth and C.  Wright Mil ls (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1 946), 1 5 5 .  

26. Although i t  did not play a comparable theoretical role,  the term had already 
appeared in 1 930,  especially in texts involving experiments with hashish. Opposing 
the theosophical conception of the aura in parr icular, Benjamin wrote: " 1) The 
authentic aura is man ifested in every thing, and not only in  determinate things as 
people imagi ne; 2) the aura absolutely changes altogether with every movement of 
the object of which it is the aura; 3) the authentic aura cannot be imagi ned i n  any 
way as the magic of spiritual ist light rays that the books on vulgar mysticism 
describe . What characterizes the authentic aura is rather: the ornament, an orna
mental circle in which the thing or being is solidly enclosed as in a container. 
Nothing, perhaps, gives such an accurate idea of the true aura as the late paintings 

of Van Gogh where-this is how one could describe these paintings-the aura of 
every th ing is  painted along with the things" (G.S. , 6 : 588 ) . This conception of the 
"authentic aura" could be l inked to observations about the halo and the oval form 
of old photographic portraits . See M.  Stoessel ,  Aura: Das vergessene Menschliche 
(Munich: Hanser, 1 983 ) . 

27. See J .-M. Schaeffer, L'image precaire: D11 dispositif photographique (Paris : Seui l ,  
1 98 7), 8 1 .  

28 .  I n  the early versions of the text, th is analogy between primitive society and 
modern society is explained through the d ifferent stages of the confrontation 
between technology and nature: technology blending with ritual in  the first phase 
to dom inate primitive nature, and emancipated technology confronting a second 
nature ,  society, that escapes human control ; see G.S. ! 1 :444. 

29 .  N .  Goodman, Lang11ages of Art: An Approach to a Theory ofSymbols (Indianapolis 
& New York: Bobbs-Merril l ,  1 968), 1 1 2 .  

30.  Ibid . ,  1 1 6 .  

3 1 .  A .  Danto, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace: A Philo.rophy of Art (Cam
bridge, Mass . :  Harvard Univers ity Press , 1 98 1 ), 1 3 5 .  

3 2 . I n  La chamhre claire (Gallimard, 1 980), Roland Barthes formulates a n  idea 
simi lar to this conception of the aura: Between the general features drawn from 
semiology and the idiosyncratic pleasure that I take, he too abandons the notion of 
an art that can be evaluated according to shared cri teria. For h im,  the aura is the 
punctum of an image that touches me for reasons that are mine alone. 
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3 3 .  See J .  Habermas, "Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism: Walter 
Benjamin's Contemporaneity," New German Critique 1 7  (Spring 1 97 9):  5 2-54.  

34.  That is why Adorno-who also has no concept of rhe "autonomy" of aesthetic 
val idity in relation to cognitive, instrumental, uti litarian, or ethical functions (the 
autonomy of art in  relation to society is virtually meaningless)--attempts in his 
A esthetic Theory to redeem aesthetic "appearance, "  a project that for h im is the central 
problem of contemporary aesthetics i tself. 

3 5 .  [This French edition brings together all Benjamin's writ ings relating to the 
Paris Arcades project . It has no exact equivalent in English.--]. M .  T.] 

3. Th e Price of Modern i ty 

1 .  See the contributions of B .  Lindner, B. Witte, and H. T. Lehmann i n  H .  
Wismann ,  ed . ,  Walter Benjamin et Paris (Paris : Cerf, 1 986). 

2. For certain of these texts, there are in fact versions in verse; see G.S. , 7 :705-7 1 4 .  

3 .  See S .  Moses, "L'idee d 'origine chez Walter Benjamin," in Wismann,  ed . ,  Walter 
Benjamin et Paris,. 809-826. 

4. Ibid . ,  8 1 2  U. M. T.'s translation} .  

5 .  G .  Scholem , Walter Benjamin: The Story of a Friendship, trans . H.  Zohn (New 
York: Schocken Books , 1 98 1 ), 20 1-202.  

6 .  "Television, the record player, etc. , make all these things problerr1atic. Quin
tessence: we didn't ask for so many precisions . Why is that? Because we have fears 
founded on the d iscovery that it is all going to be disavowed: description by 
television, the words of the hero by the phonograph , the moral ity of the story by 
the next statistic, the person of the storyteller by everything we learn about 
h im.-The idiocy of death . Well ,  then , storytell ing is also idiocy. Thus, to begin 
with, will the whole aura of consolation , wisdom, and solemnity that we have placed 
around death disappear? So 77mch the better. Don 't cry. The absurdity of any critical 
prognosis .  Film in the place of storytel l ing .  Nuance, the source of eternal l ife (G.S. , 
2 : 1 28 1 ). 

7 .  The 1 933 essay "Erfahrung und Armut" (Experience and Poverry) celebrated 
the loss of this same experience in the name of a new "posit ive barbarism."  

8 .  H.  G. Gadamer, Truth and A1ethod, trans . J .  Weinsheimer and D.  G .  Marshall ,  
2nd rev. ed. (New York: Cont inuum,  1 994), "The Rehabil itation of Authority and 
Tradition ,"  28 1 .  

9 .  "The apache abandons all v i rtues and all laws. He voids once and for all the 
social contract. He believes that in  so doing a world separates him from the 
bourgeois ,  and does not see on the face of that bourgeois the features of h is 
accomplice" (G.S. , 1 : 5 82). 

1 0 .  Similarly, we might suggest that Georges Batai lle defends the condemnable 
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character of"modern passions," which he  does not wish the public at large to  accept 
in any way. 

1 1 . In a letter to Scholem on 20 May 1 93 5 ,  Benjamin defines the Paris A rcades 
project as a whole as the "unfolding of a handed-down concept . . . the fetish 
character of commodities" (Correspondence, 482). 

1 2 . "The motif of the perte d'atJreole (loss of the aura or halo) is to be brought out as 
a decisive contrast to the motifs of}11gendstit' ("Central Park," 34). 

1 3 . The conceptual couple aura/reproduction obeys the logic of the "supplement," 
substitution of a deficiency, whose principle Derrida deduced from Rousseau. But 
this logic is  not i neluctable except inasmuch as one confuses rationalization with a 
pathological process entai l ing the destruction of traditional substance. But ration
alized "society" is not unavoidably more pathogenic than is traditional society, 
inasmuch as i t  succeeds in replacing the "vertical" principle of authority with a 
"horizontal" principle that preserves the transmission of experience. 

1 4. P. Burger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis : Uni
versity of Minnesota Press, 1 984). 

1 5 . A.  Wellmer, "Verire-·apparence-reconcil iarion: Adorno er le sauvetage es
therique de la modernite," in R. Rochlirz, ed . ,  Theories esthetiqtJes apres Adorno (Arles : 
Acres Sud, 1 990), 283 .  In his book Prosa der t.1oderne (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1988), 
B iirger moves closer to Adornian aesthetics and recent French aesthetics. 

1 6. See, in  particular, the work of G. Deleuze; inJ. -F. Lyotard's works, the influence 
of Adorno and Benjamin can be felt, though it gives way to a nonrationalist 
interpretation of the Kantian aesthetics of the sublime. In contrast, L. Ferry, l ike 
Deleuze (to whom he pays tribute), understands the avant-garde as essentially 
Nietzschean ; see h is Homo Aesthetims: L'invention dtt go;/t a !'age dbnocratique (Paris :  
Grasser, 1 990) "Nietzsche can be considered the true thinker of avanr-gardism, "  
2 1 2 .  

1 7 . See F. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans . W. 
Kaufmann (New York: Modern Library, 1 968). 

1 8 . See Ferry, Homo Aesthetims, 243ff. 

1 9. Ibid . ,  304 ,  where the author refers to Adorno to interpret Schoenbergian 
"dissonance" along Nietzschean l ines. 

20 .  See J .  Habermas , Jl,foral Consciomness and Comm11nicative Action (Cambridge, 
Mass . :  MIT Press , 1 990) 1 8 . 

2 1 .  Such is the idea defended by C. Imbert, for example, in his important essay, 
"Le Present  et l 'histoire," in Wisrnann, ed. ,  Walter Benjamin et Patis, 743-792 ,  esp. 
776-779 .  It is hardly probable, however, that the concept of allegory was replaced 
by that of d ialectical image; in  fact, according to Benjamin,  the commodity and the 
prostitute are d ialectical images as such, i ndependent of any allegorical figt.tration, 
by virtue of the ambiguity inherent to them. 

22 .  As does, for example, Burger in Theory of the Avant-Garde, who l inks "montage, "  
the formal principle o f  the avant-garde, t o  the technique o f  allegory. 
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2 3 .  See, for example, H .  Meschonnic ,  "L'Allegorie chez Walter Benjamin,  une 
avenrure juive," in Wismann,  ed. ,  Walter Benjamin et Paris, 707ff. , esp. 7 1 6. 

24 .  Burger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 70.  

2 5 .  W. Menninghaus underscores this point in V?alter Benjamins Theorie der Sprach
magie (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 986), 142 .  

26 .  See ] .  Habermas, "Modernity-an Incomplete Project ," in H .  Foster, ed. ,  The 
A nti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture (Porc Townsend, Wash. : Bay Press , 1 983) ,  
3-1 5 .  

27 .  T. W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. C .  Lehnhardt (London & New York: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul , 1 984), 34 .  

NO TES TO Cl!A P TER III 

1 .  We find , for example, elements of Theses 6 ,  1 4, 1 6, and 17  i n  "Eduard Fuchs,  
Collector and H istorian . "  

2 .  Benjamin i s  th inking in  particular of  the German-Soviet pact of28  September 
1 939, which deeply disturbed him.  

3 .  [The author cites the uncompleted French version of Benjamin 's essay when
ever possible. I have retained h is reference to the French edition and have translated 
sections from it (includ ing variants) that do not appear i n  the English edition--] . 
M .  T.} 

4. Cf. A .  Danto, Analytic Philosophy of History (New York: Cambridge University 
Press , 1 965) .  Danto also evokes (cri t ically) the figure of the " ideal chronicler. "  

5 .  For the tension between a narrative history constitut ive of  identities and the 
imperative for objectivi ty, see P. Ricoeur, Temps et recit (Paris:  Seuil,  1 98 5), vols. 2 
and 3 .  

6 .  Cf. E. F.,  3 50:  "The idea o f  prose intersects the messianic idea o f  universal 
h istory. Cf. in 'The Storyteller' : the different kinds of artistic prose form someth ing 
1 ike the ghost of historical prose. "  

7 .  The passage from Lotze is taken from h i s  book l\1ikrokosmos (Leipzig: Hirzel ,  
1 864), vol.  3 .  

8 .  Benjamin's observation concern ing h is own generation appears only in  the 
French version. 

9 .  "I paint the capitalist and the landlord in  no sense couleur de rose. But here 
i ndividuals are deal t with only in so far as they are the personifications of 
economic categories, embodiments of part icular class-relations and class-in ter
ests . My standpoint,  from which the evolution of the economic formation of 
society is  viewed as a process of natural h istory, can less than any other make the 
individual responsible for relations whose creature he socially remains, however 
much he may sub ject ive ly raise h imself above them. "  K. M.arx,  Capital, preface 
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to the  first German edi tion, i n  The Marx-Engels Readet; 2d  ed. ,  ed .  R.  C.  Tucker 
(New York: Norton, 1 97 8) ,  297 . 

1 0 . Cf. G.S. , 1 : 1 2 3 1 ,  ms. 1 1 00: "Marx says that revolutions are the locomotive of 
universal history. But perhaps they are someth ing completely different . Perhaps 
revolutions are h umanity's effort, as it takes a train trip, to pull the emergency 
brake. "  See also G .S. , 1 : 1 23 2 , ms. 1 1 03 .  

1 1 . Cf. R.  Tiedemann , "Historischer Materialismus oder politischer Messianis
mus?  Poli tische Gehalte in der Geschichtsphilosophie Walter Benjamins , "  in P. 
Bulthaup, ed. , Materialien Zll Benjamins Thesen 11Uber den Begriff der Geschichte": 
Beitrcige ttnd Interpretationen (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 97 5 ), 1 08 .  

1 2 . Cf. the prudent reflections of  C. Kambas, "Actualite poli tique: Le  concept 
d 'histoire chez Benjamin er l 'echec du Front populaire," in H. Wismann, ed. ,  Walter 
Benjamin et Paris (Paris: Cerf, 1 986), 249-272 .  

1 3 . See Tiedemann,  "Historischer materialismus," 1 02 .  

1 4. See P. Ivernel, "Paris capitale du Front populaire ou Ia  v ie  posthume du XIXe 
s iecle," i n  H. Wismann , ed. ,  Walter Benjamin et Paris, 249-272 .  

1 5 . See J .  Habermas , "Geschichte und Evolution," in  Z;tr Rekonstruktion des His
torischen materialism/Is (Frankfurt : Suhrkamp, 1 97 6). 

1 6. See J. Habermas, "Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism: Walter 
Benjamin's Con temporaneity," New German Critiql/.e 1 7  (Spring 1 979).  

1 7 . M. Foucault,  Les mots et les choses (Paris :  Gallimard, 1 966), 3 29-346 U.  M. T.'s 
translation} . 

1 8 . See ] .  Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans . 
F. Lawrence (Cambridge, Mass . :  MIT Press , 1 987) .  

19 .  In his  book on Kierkegaard , Adorno had already used the concept of dialectical 
image, referring to Benjamin's thought and particularly to his concept of allegory; 
see also "N" 2 ,  7 ,  pp. 48-49. 

20 .  Habermas,  Philosophical Discourse of l\1odernity, 1 1- 1 6 .  

2 1 .  F. N ietzsche, The Use and Abwe of History (Indianapolis & New York: Bobbs
Merril l ,  1 95 7), 20-2 1 ,  40. 

2 2 . The first l ine of this quotation repeats a sentence in the essay on Eduard Fuchs. 

23 .  Bas ing his work on Jean Piaget and on certain texts in  the d ialectical tradition, 
L. Goldmann i n  particular has elaborated a method of this kind. See, for example, 
"Le tout et les parries ," in Le dieu cache (Paris: Gall imard, 1 95 9) ,  1 3-3 1 .  

24.  See Devant l'histoire: Les domments de Ia contrwerse sur la singularite de /'extermina
tion des }ttifs par le regime nazi (Paris : Cerf, 1 988). 

2 5 .  Many thinkers i nspired by Nietzsche and Heidegger defend such an "an-ar
chistic" theory. In fact, i n  the case of both Foucault and .Adorno, it is not 
i ncompatible with reformist political interventions . 

26 .  See P. Ricoeur, Soi-m&ne comme tm a11tre (Paris: Seuil ,  1 990) ,  1 93ff. 
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27 .  See Habermas, Philosophical Disco11rse of l\1odernity, 1 1 -1 6. 

28 .  See Tiedemann ,  "Historischer Materialism us," 87 .  

29 .  Habermas, Philosophical Discourse of A1odernity, 1 4- 1 5 ;  cf. J . -M.  Ferry, Les 
puissances de /'experience, vol . 2 ,  Les ordres de Ia reconnaissance (Paris: Cerf, 1 99 1  ), 2 1 7 ff. 

30 .  ] .  Habermas, "Geschichrsbewufstsein und posttradirionale Idenritat , "  in Eine 
A rts/Schadensabwick/11ng. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 987), 1 68f. 

3 1 .  On this point, M.  Foucault's analyses in  S11rveiller et p11nir (Paris : Gall imard, 
1 97 5 )  remain valuable. 

32 .  J. Rawls , A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass . :  Belknap Press of the Harvard 
University Press, 1 97 1 ), 60. 
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1 .  C H R O N O L O G I C A L  L I S T  
O F  WA L T E R  B E NJ A M I N ' S  P R I N C I PA L  WO R K S  

The texts are l isted i n  order by the year of completion. The original tit le, date of 
original publication if during Benjamin's l ifetime, volume of the Gesamme!te 
Schriften (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 972-1 989; 2nd ed. 1 99 1 ), and the location of the 
English translation are g iven in  square brackets. 

A b b re v ia tio n s  
Begriff: Der Begriff der Ktmstkritik in der detttschen Romantik. In Gesammelte Schriften, 

VoL 1 .  
"Central Park":  "Central Park," New German Critique 3 4  (Winter 1 985 ): 3 2-5 8 .  
Correspondence: The Correspondence of Walter Benjamin, 1 9 1 0-1 940. Ed.  G.  Scholem 

and T. Adorno. Trans . M. R. Jacobson and E. M. Jacobson. Chicago and 
London: Univers ity of Chicago Press,  1 994. 

"Curriculum vitae" :  "Curriculum vitae ."  In Ecrits atttobiographiqttes, trans . C .  Jouan-
lanne and J.-F. Poirier. Paris :  Christian Bourgois, 1 990. 

E. F.:  Ecrits Franfais. Ed. J .-M. Monnoyer. Paris : Gall imard , 1 99 1 .  
"Goethe" : "Goethes Wah!t,erwandtschaften. " I n  Gesammelte Schriften, Vol .  1 .  
G.S. : Gesammelte Schriften. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 97 2-1 989; 2nd ed. 1 99 1 . 
lll11minations: Ill!tminations. Ed. Hannah Arendt. Trans . Harry Zohn. New York: 

Schocken Books , 1 968. 
"N": "N [Re the Theory of Knowledge, Theory of Progress] . "  In Benjamin: 

Philosophy, Aesthetics! History, ed. G. Smith. Chicago and London: University 
of Chicago Press, 1 989, 43-8 3 .  

Origin: The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Trans . John Osborne. London : New Left 
Books, 1 97 7 .  

"Photography":  " A  Smal l History o f  Photography. " In One-Way Street and Other 
Writings, trans . Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter. London: New Left 
Books, 1 979,  240-25 7 .  

2 7 7  
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" Program" :  "On the Program of the Coming Philosophy. " Trans. Mark Ritter. In 
Benjamin: Philosophy, Aesthetics, History, ed. G. Smith. Chicago and London :  
University of  Chicago Press, 1 989, 1-1 2 .  

Reflections: Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical W1·itings. E d .  Peter Demetz. 
Trans .  Edmund J ephcott . New York and London: Harcourt Brace J ovanovic:h, 
1 97 8. 

1 9 15 
["Zwei Gedichte von Friedrich Holderl in," 2 : 1 05} .  

1 9 1 6  
["Trauerspiel und Tragodie," 2 : 1 3  3] .  
["Die Bedeutung der  Sprache i n  Trauerspiel und Tragodie, "  2 : 1 37 } .  
"On  Language a s  Such and on the Language of  Man" ["Uber Sprache iiberhaupt 

und tiber d ie Sprache des Menschen,"  2 :  140;  Reflections, 3 14-3 32] .  

1 9 1 7 
["Der Idiot von Dostojewskij ," 2 :237) .  

19 1 8  
"On the Program o f  the Coming Philosophy" ("Uber d as  Prograrnm der kommen

den Philosophie," 2 : 1 5  7; Benjamin: Philosophy, Aesthetics, History, ed. G. Smith . 
Chicago and London : U niversity of Chicago Press , 1 989, 1- 1 2].  

1 9 19 
[Der Begriff der Ktmstkritik in der deutschen Romantik, 1 920, 1 :7) .  
"Fate and Character" ["Schicksal und Charakter," 1 92 1 ,  2 : 1 7 1 ; Reflections, 304-

3 1 1 ) .  

192 1 
"Critique of Violence" ["Zur Krit ik der Gewalt," 1 92 1 ,  2 : 1 79 ;  Reflections, 277-

3 00}. 
"The Task of the Translator" ["Die Aufgabe des Ubersetzers , "  1 92 3 ,  4 :9 ;  Illumina

tions, 69-82] . 
"Theologico-Political Fragment" ["Theologisch-politisches Fragment,"  2 :203 ;  Re

flections, 3 1 2-3 1 3] .  

1922 
("Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften, " 1 924-1 925 , 1 : 1 23}. 

1 925 
The Origin of German Tragic Drama [Ursprung des deutschen Tra!terspiels, 1 928,  1 :203;  

Origin] . 
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192 6  
[Einbahnstrasse, 1 92 8 ,  4 :83; partial translation as "One-Way Street" i n  Reflections, 

6 1 -94} .  

1 92 7 
Moscow Diary [i\1oskatter Tagebuch, 6:292;  ed . G. Smith, trans. Richard Sieburth, 

Cambridge, Mass . :  Harvard University Press, 1 986] .  

[Passagen, 5 : 1 04 1 ] .  

1 929 
"Surreal ism" ["Der Si.irrealismus ,"  1 929, 2 :2 95 ;  Reflection.r, 1 77-1 92). 
"The Image of Proust" {"Zum Bi lde Prousts," 1 929,  2 : 3 1  0;  lllttminations, 2 0 1 --

2 1 5] .  

("Die Wiederkehr des Flaneurs ," 1 929, 3: 1 94} .  

1 93 0  
[P a riser P assagen I, 5 :99 1 ] .  

1 93 1  
"Karl Kraus" ["Karl Kraus , "  1 931 , 2 : 334; Reflections, 2 39--27 3} .  
" A  Small :History o f  Photography" [ "Kleine Geschichte der Photographie," 1 93 1 ,  

2 :368;  One- Way StreetandOther \flritings, trans . EdmundJephcorr and Kingsley 
Sherrer, London:  New Left Books, 1 97 9 ,  240-2 5 7] .  

"The Destructive Character" ["Der destruktive Charakter," 1 93 1 , 4 : 396; Reflectiom, 
3 0 1 -303} . 

1 932  
"Hashish i n  Marsei lles" ("Haschisch i n  Marsei lle," 1 932 , 4:409; Reflections, 1 37-

1 4 5] .  

"A Berl in  Chronicle" ["Berliner Chronik," 6:46 5 ;  Ref!eaions, 3-60}. 

1 933 
["Lehre vom Ahnlichen," 2 :204}. 

"On the Mimetic Faculty" ["Ober das mimetische Vermogen,"  2 :2 1 0; Reflections, 
3 3 3-336] .  

["Erfahrung und Armut," 2 : 2 1 3] .  

1 93 4  
["Zum gegenwartigen gesellschafdichen Standort des franzosischen Schriftstellers," 

1 934, 2 : 7 7 6] .  

"The Author as Producer" ["Der Au tor als Produzent," 2 :683; Reflections, 220-2 3 8].  

[Berliner Kindheit 11111 Neunzehnhundert (fragments), 1 932- 1 938 ,  4 :2 35 ;  7 :385 (final 
version of 1 938)} .  
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" Franz Kafka" ("Franz Kafka," 1 934 (partial text), 2 :409 (complete text); Illumina
tions, 1 1 1-1 40} . 

1935 
{"Probleme der Sprachsoziologie," 1 935 , 3 :4 5 2} .  
["Johann Jakob Bachofen," 2 :2 1 9} .  
"Paris ,  Capital of the Nineteenth Century" ["Paris, d i e  Hauptstadr des XIX. 

Jahrhunderts" (Expose 1) ,  5 :45 ; Reflections, 1 46-1 62].  
"The Work of Art in  the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" (first version) ["Das 

Kunstwerk im Zei ralter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeir ,"  1 93 6  
(French vers ion b y  Pierre Klossowski and the author); 1 :43 1 ;  7 : 3 5 0  (second 
German version); 1 :709 (French version); 1 :47 1 (third German version of 
1 939); Illuminatiom, 2 1 7-25 1 } .  

1 93 6  
"The Storytel ler" ["Der Erzahler," 1 936, 2 :709 (German rexr); 3 : 1 290 (Benjamin 's 

French translation); Illuminations, 83--1 09] . 
["Pariser Brief II .  Malerei und Phorographie, " 3 :495} .  
["Deutsche Menschen," 1 936, 4 :  149}.  

1 93 7 
"Eduard Fuchs,  Collector and H istorian" ["Eduard Fuchs, der Sammler und der 

Historiker," 1 93 7 ,  2 :465 ; One-\\'0y Street and Other Writings, trans . Edmund 
Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter, London: New Left Books, 1 979,  349-386}.  

1 938  
"The Paris o f  the Second Empire i n  Baudelaire" ["Das Paris des Second Empire bei 

Baudelaire," 2 : 5 1 1 ; Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era ofHigh Capitalism .. 

trans .  Harry Zohn, London:  New Left Books, 1 97 3} .  

1 939 
"Central Park" ["Zenrralpark," 1 :65 5 ,  trans. Lloyd Spencer, with Mark Harrington, 

New Gerrnan Ct·itiqlle 34 (Winter 1 98 5 :  3 2-5 8)]. 
["Paris,  die Hauptstadt des XIX. Jahrhunderts" (Expose 2), 6:60} . 
"On Some Motifs in  Baudelaire" ["Uber ein ige Motive bei Baudelaire,"  1 940 (dated 

1 93 9), 1 :605 ; 1/lttminations, 1 5 5-200} . 
[" 'Die Riickschritte der Poesie' von Carl Gustav Jochmann,"  1 939,  2 : 572] .  

1940  
"Theses on the Phi losophy ofl-I istory" [''lJber den Begriff der Geschichre," 1 :691 ;  

lll11.minations, 2 54-264) .  
[Passagen-Werk 1 928- 1 940, 5 :79; partial translation as "N [Re the Theory ofProgress, 

Theory ofKnowledge]," in Benjamin: Philosophy, Aesthetics, History, ed. G. Smith, 
Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1 989, 43-83]. 
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2 .  C O R R E S P O N D E N C E ,  
B I O G R A P H Y , B I B L I O G R A P H Y  

2 8 1  

Adorno, T. W. "Erinnerungen." In Ober Walter Benjamin, ed. R .  Tiedemann. 
Frankfurt : Suhrkamp, 1 97 9; rev. ed. 1 990 . 

Benjamin ,  W. Briefe an Siegfried Kracatter. Ed . R .  Tiedemann and H .  Lonitz. Marbach 
am Neckar: T. W. Adorno Archive, 1 987 .  

--- . The Correspondence of Walter Benjamin, 1 9 1 0-1 940. Ed. Gershom Scholem 
and Theodor Adorno. Trans . Manfred R. Jacobson and Evelyn M. Jacobson .  
Chicago and London: University of  Chicago Press , 1 994. 

Benjamin,  W. , and G.  Scholem . Briefwechsel 1 933-1 940. Frankfurt:  Suhrkamp, 
1 980.  

Brodersen, M .  Spinne im eigenen Netz: Walter Benjamin, Leben ttnd Werk. Bi.ihl-Moos: 
E lster Verlag ,  1 990. 

--- . Walter Benjamin. Bibliografia critica generale ( 1 9 13--1 983 ). Palermo: Centro 
i nternazionale studi di estetica, 1 984. 

Fuld , W. Walter Benjamin: Zwischen den Stiihlen. Eine Biographie. Munich and Vienna: 
Hanser, 1 97 9; Frankfurt: Fischer, 1 98 1 .  

Scholem , G. Walter Benjamin: The History of a Friendship. London: Faber & Faber, 
1 982 .  

Tiedemann,  R . ,  C. Godde, and H.  lonitz. "Walter Benjamin ,  1 892-1 940 ." Mar
bacher Magazin 5 5  ( 1 990). 

Witte, B. Walter Benjamin. Reinbeck: Rowohlt, 1 985 [Walter Benjamin: Une biog
raphie, trans . A .  Bernold . Paris : Cerf, 1 988 (Expanded French translation)} . 

3 .  S E L E C T E D  C R I T I C A L  S T U D I E S  

For a complete l �sr of French publications on Benjamin,  see especially the bibl iog
raphies established by M. B .  de launay in RetJite d'Esthethique, the issue entitled 
Walter Benjamin ( 1 98 1 ,  repr. 1 990), 20 1 ;  and M. Sagnol ,  in H. Wismann, ed . ,  Walter 
Benjamin et Pari.r (Paris : Cerf, 1 936), 99 1 -997 . For a general bibl iography see M. 
Brodersen , cited above. 

Adorno, T. W. Obe1· Walter Benjamin. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 979;  rev. ed . 1 990. 
--- . Afterword to "Deutsche Menschen. Eine Folge von Briefen, "  in T. Adorno, 

Oher Walte1· Benjamin. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp,  1 979;  rev. ed. 1 990. 
---. "Introduction to Benjamin's Schriften. "  In G. Smith, ed. ,  On Walter 

Benjamin: Critical Essays and Recollections. Cambridge, Mass . :  MIT Press, 1 988 .  
--- . "Benjamin the Lerter Writer. " In G. Scholem and T. W. Adorno, eds . ,  The 

Correspondence of Walter Benjamin, trans . M. R. Jacobson and E .  M .  Jacobson. 
Chicago and London : University of Chicago Press, 1 994. 

---. "A Portrait of Walter Benjamin . "  Prisms, trans . S .  Weber and S. Weber. 
Cambridge, Mass . :  MIT Press, 1 992.  

--- . Prisms, trans .  S. Weber and S .  Weber. Cambridge, Mass . :  MIT Press,  
1 98 1 .  
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Agamben, G. lnfancy and History: The Destruction ofExperience. Trans . L.  Heron .  New 
York: Verso, 1 993 .  

Arendt,  H .  "Walter Benjamin:  1 892-1 940."  In Walter Benjamin,  Illuminations, ed. 
I-I. Arendt, trans . H .  Zohn .  New York: Schocken Books, 1 968.  

Bensai'd, D. Walter Benjamin: Sentine!le messianiq11e. Paris : Plon, 1 990 . 
Bolz, N. ,  and W van Rei jen. Walter Benjamin. Frankfurt & New York: Campus, 

1 99 1 .  
Bouchindhomme, C .  "Walter Benjamin  philosophe. " Critique 487 (December 

1 987):  1 064-1 068. 
Buci-Glucksmann,  C.  La raison baroque: De Baudelah·e a Benjamin. Paris :  Galilee , 

1 984. 
Buck-Morss, S. The Ot·igin of Negative Dialectics: Theodor W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin, 

and the Frankjt11·t lmtit11te. New York: Free Press, 1 977 .  
----. The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the A rcades Project. Cambridge, 

Mass. :  MIT Press, 1 989.  . 
B ulthaup, P. , ed. A1aterialien ztt Benjamins Thesen uuber den Begrilf der Geschichte": 

Beitriige tmd lnterpretationen. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1 97 5 .  
BUrger, P. "Der Al legoriebegriff Benjamins . "  I n  Theorie der Avantgarde. Frankfurt: 

Suhrkamp, 1 974,  1 980. 
---·- .  "Walter Benjamin:  Contribution a une theorie de la culture contempo

raine . "  Rezl!le d' Esthetiq11e 1 ( 1 98 1 ;  repr. 1 990). 
Derrida, J. "

+ R (par-dessus le marche)�" In La tJerite en peintm·e. Paris :  Flammarion, 
1 978 ,  1 69-209. 

---. "Des tours de Babel. "  In J .  Graham, ed. ,  Difference in Translation. I thaca & 
London: Cornel l  University Press, 1 98 5 .  

Dufour-El Maleh , M.-C. Angelt1s Novus: Essai sur /'oeuvre de Walter Benjamin. B russels: 
Ousia, 1 990. 

Garber, K. Rezeption tmd Retttmg: Drei Studien Z/1 Walter Benjamin. TLibingen: Max 
N iemeyer, 1 987 . 

Habermas,J .  The Philosophical Discourse ofiHodernity. Trans. F. Lawrence. Cambridge,  
Mass . :  MIT Press , 1 987 .  

---. "Consciousness-Raising or  Redemptive Criticism : Walter Benjamin's 
Contemporanei ty. " Nezv German Critiq11e 1 7  (Spring 1 979):  30-59. 

Imbert, C. "Le present et l 'histoire." In H.  Wisrnann , ed. ,  Walter Benjamin et Paris. 
Paris: Cerf, 1 986. 

---· .  "les annees parisiennes de Walter Benjamin ."  Esprit 1 1  ( 1 987). 
I verne!, P. "Paris capitale du Front populaire ou la vie posthmne du XIXe s iecle. " 

I n  H .  Wismann, ed . ,  Walter Benjamin et Paris. Paris: Cerf, 1 986. 
---. " Benjamin et Brecht ,  ou le tournant pol itique de l 'esthetique." In G .  

R aulet and ].  Flirnkas, eds. ,  \fleimar: Le  tournant esthetiqtte. Paris : Anthropos, 
1 988 .  

Lacoste, J .  Preface to Walter Benjamin, Sens 11nique. Paris: Les Lett res Nouvelles , 
1 978 .  

--- . Preface to Wal ter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire. Paris: Payor, 1 982 .  
Launay, M. B .  de, and M.  Jimenez, eds . Walter Benjamin. Issue of Rezme d'Esthetiqtte 

1 ( 1 98 1 ;  repr. 1 990).  
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Lind ner, B . ,  ed. Walter Benjamin im Kontext. Frankfurt: Syndikat , 1 97 8; Konigstein 
and Taunus: Athenaum, 1 98 5 .  

--- . Walter Benjamin. Issues of Text tmd Kritik 3 1 -32 ( 1 97 1 ;  1 97 9) .  
Lowy, M .  "L'anarchisme messianique de Walter Benjamin . " Les Temps Modernes 447 

( 1 98 3).  
Menninghaus, W. Walter Benjamins Theorie der Sprachmagie. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 

1 980. 
--- . Schwellenkunde: \flalter Benjamins Passage des Mythos. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 

1 986.  
Missac, P. "L'eclat et le secret: Walter Benjamin." Critique 2 3 1 -2 32 (Aug.-Sept. 

1 966). 
---. "Walter Benjamin et l 'exigence brechtienne." Les Lettres Franfaises, 29 Oct. 
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Baroque 

art of, 2 2 2  
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Bohemianism, 1 7 2 
Bosch, Hieronymus, 1 78 
Bourgeois conception of language, 1 2-1 3 ,  

24 
Bourgeoisie, 1 7 2 

and apache, 2 7 l n .9  
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Chaplin, Charl ie, 1 62 
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Cinema (see Film) 
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Claude!, Paul ,  200 
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Clock, image of, 96 
Cohn, Jula, 7 9  
Collective unconscious, 1 70, 240 
Commodity 

and allegory, 204-207 
commodification of art, 167-1 74 
as dialectical image, 245 ,  246, 272n. 2 1  
fetishism of, 1 68, 1 73- 174, 205-206, 

245,  272n. 1 1  
Communication (see Language) 
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Consciousness, 2 10-21 1 
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Copernican revolution in the vision of his

tory, 240-241 
Correspondances, 1 3 5 ,  1 36, 204, 2 1 2, 2 1 4, 

2 1 5 , 2 1 6  
Correspondence ofWalter Benjamin, The, 33-

3 6  
Counter Reformation, 92-95 
Coup de dis (Mallarme), 1 1 9  
Critical Theory, 209 
Criticism, 4 5-46, 47 (see also Aesthetics) 

authority and violence of, 65-70 
and the beautiful, 84-85 
in "The Critic's Technique in Thirteen 

Theses," 1 24-1 26 
and distancing, 1 1 7-1 18,  126 ,  267n.2 
and film, 1 63-1 64 
and history, 76 
and ideas, 3 5 
immanent criticism, 5 6--60 
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and reflection, 57-60 
and romanticism, 5 1 ,  56--6 1 ,  63-65 ,  

1 04- 1 06 
in "Surrealism," 1 2 9--1 3 5 
task of, 63-65 , 69-70, 7 1 ,  238 
and translation, 29  
and truth, 38,  66-67, 70-77 
WB's definition of, 57 

"Critic's Technique in Thirteen Theses, 
The" (WB), 1 2 1 ,  1 24- 1 26 

"Critique of Judgment" (Kant), 49, 5 5-56 
� - "Critique of Violence" (WB), 67-69, 93 

Croce, Benedetto, 45 
Crowd, rhe, 2 1 2  
Cult value of art, 8 ,  1 57-1 59, 188 
"Curriculum vitae" (WB), 45  

Dadaism, 1 20, 1 22,  1 49, 1 60, 1 62,  2 1 9  
Dandy, the, 1 99-200 
Damo, Arthur, 1 60, 273n.4 
"Das Kunsrwerk im Zeitalter seiner tech

nischen Reproduzierbarkeir" (see 
"The Work of Art in the Age of Me
chanical Reproduction") 

"Das Paris des Second Empire bei Baude
laire" (see "The Paris of the Second 
Empire in Baudelaire") 

"Das Telephon" (WB), 182-1 83  
Daumier, Honore, 1 78 
Death, 1 9 1-192 ,  1 97 ,  27 l n.6 
Death's head, symbol of, 1 02 ,  1 04 
Deleuze, Gilles, 272n. l 6  
Democracy, 2 5 1  
Denotation, 43 ,  264n.2 6  
"Der Autor als Produzent" (WB) (see "The 

Author as Producer") 
Der Begriff der Kttnstkritik in der deutschen 

Romantik (WB), 5 2-65 ,  80, 1 1 3-
1 1 4, 1 18 

"Der Erzahler" (see "The Storyteller") 
Derrida, Jacques, 267n.37,  272n. l 3  
Desacralization of art, 149, 1 57--1 5 9, 1 89, 

269-270n.24 
Descartes, Rene, 144 
Destiny, 79, 93 
Dialectical images, 1 30,  1 74, 245-247, 

272n. 2 1 ,  274n. l 9  
"Dialectic a t  a standstill," 1 7 1  
Dialectic of En!ightenmmt (Adorno and 

Horkheimer), 1 37 ,  1 39 
Didactic means (Lehrstiick), 1 22-1 23 
Diderot, Denis, 23 ,  91 ,  101  
"Die Aufgabe des Ubersetzers" (see "The 

Task of the Translator") 
"Die Bedeutung der Sprache in Trauer

spiel und Tragodie" (WB), 1 07 
Die letztm Tage der Menschheit (Kraus), 1 39-

140 
Die literarische \Velt (journal), 1 1 7 
"Die Technik des Kritikers in dreizehn 

Thesen" (WB), 1 2 1 ,  1 24- 1 26 
"Die Technik des Schreibers in dreizehn 

Thesen" (WB), 1 2 1-1 22 
Dilthey, William, 1 92, 208 
Dionysian principle, 1 03 ,  266-267n. 3 5  
Distance, 1 1 7-1 1 8, 1 26,  1 5 2, 1 57 ,  2 67n.2 
Divine Comedy. T he1 3 1  
Divine violence, 67-69, 80-8 1 ,  82-83 
Dix, Otto, 17 8 
Doctrine, 14,  36-38, 7 2, 1 1 5 , 1 37, 145 ,  

146-147 
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Doctrine of Science (Fichte), 54,  5 5  
Documents, 1 1 5 ,  1 22-1 26,  1 30-1 3 2 ,  1 96 
Drama (see Tragic drama) 
Dreams, 1 3 5 ,  174,  24 5 
"Dreizehn Thesen wider Snobisten" (WB), 

1 2 1 ,  1 22,  1 38 
Duchamp, Marcel, 1 22 ,  1 66, 2 2 1  
DUrer, Albrecht, 8 8 ,  97 

"Eastern" thought, 5 2  
"Eduard Fuchs, Collector and Historian" 

(WB), 1 88,  1 94, 226, 2 54, 2 73n . 1 ,  
2 74n.22 

Educating violence, 68 
Einbahnstrasse (WB), 50, 1 1 5 , 1 1 6- 1 2 8 ,  

1 29, 1 3 1 , 1 3 2,  1 36, 267-268n . 3  
E instein, Albert, 1 44 
E isenstein,  Sergey, 1 5  3 
Electit'e Affinities (Goethe) (see "Goethes \Va-

hft.,erwandtschaften ") 
Engels ,  Friedrich, 2 1 2  
Enlightenment, 2 1  
E nvy, 2 3 1 
Epic genre, 1 93 ,  266n.24 
Epigonic theory of tragedy, 9 1  
Epistemology, 2 1 -22 (see also Knowledge) 
"Erfahrung und Armut" (WB), 1 4 3-1 44, 

1 64,  2 7 1 n.7 
Erlebnis (lived experience), 20 3-204, 2 1 0, 

2 1 1 -2 1 2 ,  2 1 9  
"Erwiderung an Oscar A .  H .  Schmidtz" 

(WB), 1 2 5  
E ternal return, 207 
E thics, 2 3 3  (see also Morality) 

and aesthetics, 1 00-1 0 1  
and aura, 1 5 2-1 5 3  
and memory, 2 5 3-2 5 8  
and violence, 68-69 

Evil ,  1 8-1 9, 11 0-1 1 2  
Experience, 2 1 -2 3  

aesthetic experience, 1 49 
for Bergson, 209 
in late-nineteenth-century philosophy, 

208-209 
lived experience, 203-204, 2 1 0, 2 1 1-

2 1 2, 2 1 9  
i n  modern period, 1 4 3-144, 2 09-·220 
privatization of, 2 09 
for Proust, 209-2 1 0  
and storytelling , 1 89-1 94 
and theology, 2 1 3 

Expressionism, 1 1 .5 ,  267 n. 1 

Faces, in film, 1 5  3 ,  1 64 
Fairy tales, 1 1 7 ,  1 47 
False consciousness, 1 7 2  
Fame of artistic works, 2 6  
Fascism, 1 78,  2 3 5 ,  2 3 6, 2 5 1-252 ,  

269n. 1 8  
Fash ion, 249 
"Fate and Character" (WB), 66, 90 
Faust (Goethe), 78 
Ferry, Luc, 2 7 2 n. 1 6  
Fetishism o f  commodities, 1 68,  1 73 - 1 7 4 ,  

205-206, 245 , 2 7 2 n . 1 1  
Feuerbach, Ludwig , 1 4 1  
Fichte, Johann Gotrlieb, 5 3-5 5 ,  57-5 8 
"Filling Station" (WB), 1 1 8 
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sequence of images in,  1 54 
social function of, 1 79-1 80 
technique of, 1 76-1 7 8  
vs. theater, 1 6 1 ,  17 5 
and tradition, 1 56 
in "The Work of Art in the Age of Me

chanical Reproduction," 1 38 
"First times,"  1 8 3  

\i Flaneur, 1 7 1- 1 7 2 ,  20 1 
Flaubert, Gustave, 62,  1 4 1  
Flowers of Evil, The (Baudelaire), 1 98 ,  206, 

208 , 2 1 3-2 1 4 , 2 1 9, 22 1 -2 2 2  
Forgery, 1 5  5 ,  1 59 
Forgetting, 1 34-1 3 5 ,  148 
Form, 59-60 

Goethe on, 64 
and phi losophy, 90 
of tragic drama, 88 
in work of art vs. document, 1 2 3  

Foucault, Michel, 7 ,  94 , 244, 274 n . 2 5 ,  
275 n .3 l 

Fourier, Charles, 1 70 
France, Anatole, 265 n. 1 2  
Frankfurt School, 7 ,  1 2 1 , 1 67 
" Franz Kafka" (WB), 1 3 3-1 34,  1 4 5- 1 49 ,  

1 79, 1 86-1 8 7 , 1 88,  1 96 , 269� 2 1  
"Franz Kafka, Beirn Bau der Chinesischen 

Mauer" (WB), 269n. 1 4  
Freedom, 1 3 1 ,  1 4 2  
French Revolut ion, 249 
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Freud, Sigmund, 1 37 ,  1 64, 2 1 0-2 1 1 ,  
240, 246, 2 66n.2 8 ,  268n.6 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg, 4 ,  1 7, 20,  1 92 ,  
1 9 3,  263n.7 , 2 64n. 2 3  

Gamblers, 2 1 3  
Gaze, the, 2 1 8  
Gedichtete (the "poetized"), 5 0  
Gehalt (see Content) 
Genesis, WB 's interpretation of, 1 5  
Genius, 68-69 
German-Soviet Pact ( 1 9 3 9), 2 2 7 ,  2 3 6  
Germany (see Berliner Kindheit um Neun-

zehnhundert, The Origin of German 
Tragic Drama) 

Giraudoux, Jean, 1 28 
Glass house, 144 
God (see Religion, Theology) 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 4 (see also 

"Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften") 
aesthetics of, 63-65 
"classical humanism" of, 1 42 
as crit ic,  1 2 5  
o n  crit ic ism, 5 6  
and Hegel, 7 8 
on "higher empiricism," 1 29 
and hope, 86 
last works of, 8 0-8 1 
on marriage, 77-78 
and nature vs. art, 79 --80 
on particular and universal, 1 0 1  
and romantic criticism, 60 
on wishes, 2 1 3 

"Goerhes lVahlverwandtschaften" (WB), 5 7 ,  
64 , 65-66, 7 0-87 , 1 96, 208, 2 1 3 ,  
2 1 5 , 2 2 3 , 246-247 , 265n. l 0  

Goldmann,  Lucien, 274n. 2 3  
Goldstein,  Kurt, 44 
Goodman, Nelson, 1 5 9- 1 60, 2 64n . 2 6  
Goya, Francisco, 1 7 8  
Graphology, 43-44 
Greek culture, 63 , 69, 90, 92 
Grosz, George, 1 7  8 
Guilt, 98-99, 1 09-1 1 0  

Habermas, Jiirgen, 2 5 3 , 2 5 5-25 6  
Haggadah, 1 46,  1 9 1  
Halakah, 146, 1 9 1  
Hamann, Johann Georg, 3 1  
Hamsun, Knut, 202 
Handwriting, 4 3-44 
Happiness, 2 3 1 -23 3 
Hashish, 270n.26 

Haussmann, Georges-Eugene, 1 69, 1 99 
Haydn, Franz Joseph, 1 59 
Heartfield ,  John, 1 7 8  
Hebel, Johann Peter, 1 90 
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 

and "analytic of truth "  vs. "ontology of 
contemporary reality," 7 

on artistic forms, 90 
ethics of, 2 5 3  
and Goethe, 7 8  
o n  Ideas, 8 5  
o n  reason, 2 30  
on "the end of art," 1 49-1 50,  269-

270n.24 
on tragedy, 90 
on truth, 3 8 ,  7 1-72 

Heidegger, Martin, 3 2 ,  1 90,  192 ,  202 ,  
263n. 1 6, 2 68n. 1 0 ,  269n. 1 8, 274n. 2 5  

Heine, Heinrich, 1 94 
Heliotropism, 2 3 9  
Herder, ) ohann Gottfried, 4 
Hermeneutic tradit.ion , 4 ,  1 9 3  
Heroism, 1 96-200 
Hessel, Franz, 1 34 ,  1 8 3  
Hetaeric stage of history, 1 37 
Hill, David Octavius, 1 5 1  
Historical materialism, 247 
HistOricism, 2 3 7 ,  247, 2 5 3  

v History, 4-5 ,  226-2 5 8  (see also M-odernity, 
Progress, Romanticism, "Theses on 
the Philosophy of History") 

and allegory, 1 02 
and autonomy of art, 1 60 
and barbarism, 1 44, 2 1 2 ,  243,  2 5 2, 

27 1 n.7  
and the  beautiful, 2 1 4-2 1 5  
concreteness i n  philosophy of, 1 29 
and criticism , 76 
and dialectical images, 245-247 
and ethics and morality, 9 1 ,  2 5 3-2 5 8  
forgetting and repression i n ,  1 87 
and historian's method, 2 3 8-2 5 1 
historian vs . chronicler, 228-2 2 9  
as "history of nature," 9 3  
and ideas, 4 1 -42 
and language, 229-2 3 1  
and memory, 239-242,  2 5 3-25 8  
and monads, 249-2 5 1  
natural history, 1 92 
and revolutions, 234,  2 3 7 ,  248-2 5 0 ,  

274n. 1 0  
secularization and spatialization of, 9 5-

97 
and social classes, 229,  243-244 



I n dex  29 1 

and storytelling, 1 92-1 93 
and t heology, 1 08-1 14,  1 92- 1 93 ,  2 2 8-

2 29, 23 1 -2 33 , 2 54 
and t ime, 248 
and tragedy, 90 
and translation, 26-28 

History and Class Consciousness (Lukacs), 
1 1 6,  1 7 3 ,  267n.4 1 

Hofmannsthal, Hugo von,  1 07 ,  246 
Hogarth, William,  1 7 8  
Holderl in ,  Friedrich, 3 0 ,  49, 5 0-5 2,  5 3 ,  

69, 82 
Hope, 86,  1 47 
Horkheimer, Max, 1 1 6, 1 3 5 ,  1 37 , 1 3 9, 

1 67 , 226-227 , 2 54 
Hugo, Victor, 1 94, 1 98, 2 1 2  
Human r ights, 142 
Humboldt, Wilhelm von, 4 
Hunchback, figure of, 1 47 ,  1 86-1 87 ,  

269n.2 3  

Idealism, 5 5 ,  5 8  
Ideal o f  the problem, 7 2--7 3 ,  74-7 5 
Ideas , 3 2-42 ,  74, 85 (see also Archetypes, 

Monads) 
" Image of Proust, The" (WB), 1 34- 1 35 ,  

1 93 
Images 

and aesthetics, 1 4 8  
allegorical, 1 08 
and aura, 270n.3 2  
d ialectical images, 1 30, 1 74, 24 5-247 , 

2 7 2 n. 2 1 ,  274n. 1 9  
emancipated, 1 3 3 
in film,  1 54 
in Kafka, 1 34 
Klages on, 268n. 7 
and knowledge, 242 
and pain ting under fascism, 1 78 
and politics, 1 27-1 36,  268n.8 
i n  Proust, 1 34-1 3 5  
i n  surrealism, 1 30-1 3 3  
truth content of, 1 74 

Imbert, Claude, 272n.2 1 
Immanent criticism, 5 6-60 
"Imperial Panorama, A Tour of German In-

flation" (WB), 1 20 
Indolence of the heart (acedia), 98, 243 
Inexpressible, the, 1 4 ,  20,  2 62-263 n.6 
Inexpressive, the,  82-86, 1 7 1  
Intellectual intuition, 54  
Intention, 1 22 (see also Mean i ng)  
Interpretation, 34 ,  36, 37 ,  83 ,  1 34, 1 46, 

2 2 8-229 

Incersubjecrivi ry, 2 1 8  
Intoxication, 1 28 ,  1 3 1-1 3 3 
Intuition, 54 
Involuntary memory, 209-2 1 1 ,  2 1 6, 21 7-

2 1 8 , 240, 24 1 -242 
Irony, 6 1 -6 3 ,  1 1 1 , 1 1 2,  267n.40 

Jean Paul , 6 1 , 1 1 2 
"Jewish Quest ion, The" (Marx), 1 4 2  
Jochmann, Carl Gustave, 2 5  3 
John the Baptist,  38 
Journalism, 1 37 , 1 38 , 1 4 1 ,  269n. 1 5  (see 

also Press) 
Joyce, James, 1 88,  22 1 
Judaism, 1 27 

and ideas, 34 
and Kafka, 1 36-1 37,  1 4 5 ,  1 46- 1 4 8  
and Kraus, 1 36--1 37 ,  140 
memory in, 1 48 
and messianic t ime, 2 3 6  
and mourning, 87 
and WB , 5-6, 1 1 ,  26 1 nn.  6 and 8 ,  

261-262n. 1 0  
work of art in ,  1 1 5  

Judgment, 5 7 ,  5 9-60, 1 39 ,  269n. l 8  
Jiidische Rundschatt (journal), 1 4 5  
Jugendsti/, 206-207, 2 7  2n. 1 2  
Jung, Carl Gustav, 1 70 
Just ice, 68 , 69, 1 1 2,  1 40- 1 4 1 ,  148 ,  2 3 3-

2 34, 2 5 5-2 5 8, 265 n. 1 2  

Kabbala, 146, 1 5 6  
Kafka, Franz, 3 2 ,  1 3 3- 1 34,  1 36-1 3 8 ,  

1 4 1 ,  1 4 5 - 1 49, 1 5 1 ,  1 9 1 , 196, 2 2 1 ,  
269n. l 4 ,  269n.20 (see afro "Franz 
Kafka") 

Kambas, Chryssoula, 274n. 1 2  
Kandinsky, Wassily, 22 1 
Kant, Immanuel,  4, 5 3-56 

aesthetics of, 5 1 , 1 80- 1 8 1  
and "analyt ic of truth" vs. "ontology of 

contemporary reality," 7 
and aura, 1 66 
Critiq11e of judgmmt by, 49, 5 5- 5 6  
and doctrine, 72 
on Ideas, 74 
neo-Kantianism, 6, 227 ,  236 
on proof, 39  
on  reason, 6 
and task of philosophy, 2 1 -2 3 
"theological" rat ionalism of, 94 

"Karl Kraus" (WB), 1 1 5 ,  1 38- 1 44,  1 88 ,  
269nn. 1 3 , 1 5 , and 1 6  
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"Karl Kraus liest Offenbach" (WB), 268-
2 69n. 1 3  

Kierkegaard, 512sren, 1 8  
Klages, Ludwig, 1 28,  208, 268n.7 
Klee, Paul, 1 43 ,  1 44 
Knowledge (see also Ideas) 

and rhe beautiful, 105 
and criticism, 57 
epistemology, 2 1 -22 
of  good and evil, 1 8- 1 9 ,  1 1 0-1 1 2  
historical knowledge, 2 39-245 
and images, 242 
and truth, 3 2-3 3 

Kraft ,  Werner, 268n. 1 2  
Kraus, Karl, 66, 1 26, 1 36-1 38,  1 37 ,  1 38-

144, 1 4 5 , 1 4 7 , 1 48, 238, 268-
269n. 1 3 , 269n. 1 8  (see also "Karl 
Kraus") 

"Kriegerdenkmal" (WB ), 1 36 

La chambre claire (Barthes), 270n.32 
Lacis, Asja, 1 1 6 
Landscape painting, 2 1 9  
"L'angoisse mythique chez Goethe" (WB), 

2 6 5 n . l 9  
V Language, 3 ,  8 ,  1 1-46 (see also Names and 

naming, Translation) 
and allegory, 99, 1 02-1 03 
and art, 19 
aura of, 142- 1 4 3  
bourgeois conception of, 1 2-1 3 ,  24 
as  creator and creation, 1 5  
and dialectical images, 246 
Gadamer on, 20, 263n. 7 
growth and change of, 27  
and history, 2 2 9-23 1 
and the inexpressible, 1 4, 20, 262-

2 63n.6 
instrumental use of, 1 2 ,  44-45 
and justice, 1 40.- 1 4 1  
in Kafka, 1 37 
in Kraus, 1 37 ,  1 38, 1 40-14 1 ,  142--143 
and law, 1 8- 1 9  
magical nature of, 14-1 5 ,  1 8  
and meaning, 20,  2 5 ,  3 8 ,  1 06 
and metaphysics, 1 3-20 
as mimetic faculty, 4 2-46 
multiplicity of languages, 1 8  
and music, 1 06-1 08 
mystical view of, 20-2 1 
and Nature, 1 9  
and " nonsensuous similarity," 2 1 5 
and "prattling," 1 8-1 9 
receptivity of, 1 5-1 6 

and telepathy, 2 68n.6  
and theology, 1 2-20 
of things vs. men, 1 2-1 3 
universality of, 1 1-1 2 
written language, 43-44, 1 03 ,  1 06-

1 08,  1 5 5-1 5 6  
Langttages of Art, An Approach to a Theory of 

Symbols (Goodman), 1 5 9  
Lautreamonr, Compt D . ,  1 3 1  
Law, 265 n. 1 2  

i n  baroque period, 94 
and genius, 69 
in Kafka, 146 
and Kraus, 1 4 1  
for Kraus and Kafka, 1 4 8  
and language, 1 8--· 1 9  
and marriage, 77-78 
and myth, 69, 1 3 7  
and tragedy, 9 2  
and violence, 67-68 

Le Corbusier, 1 44 
Lehrstiick (didactic means), 1 22-1 2 3  
"Le jeu" (Baudelaire), 2 1 3  
Lenin, V. I. ,  1 3 1  
Le paysan de Paris (Aragon), 1 74 
Lesbians, 1 99 
Leskov, Nicolas, 1 88 
"Les sept vieillards" (Baudelaire), 207 
L'eterniti par les mtres (Blanqui), 1 69, 207 
Liberalism, 17 8 
Linguistics (see Language) 
Literature (see also Art, Criticism, Poetry, 

Tragic drama, Translation) 
and advertising, 1 1 8-1 1 9  
and authenticity, 1 59 
novel , 6 1 -63 , 1 90.-19 1 ,  1 9 3  
prose, 62-63, 273n.6 
and task of writers, 1 7 5-1 7 6  
tragedy, 6 9 ,  87,  89-92 

"Little Hunchback, The" (WB), 1 86 
Lived experience (Erlebnis), 203-204, 2 1 0, 

2 1 1-2 1 2 , 2 1 9  
Loos, Adolf, 1 4 3 ,  1 44, 2 5 3 ,  2 69n. 1 5  
Lotze, Hermann, 23 1 --2 3 2 ,  273n.7 
Lukacs, Georg, 38,  6 1 -62,  90,  1 1 1 ,  1 16, 

1 7 3 ,  1 9 1 ,  267nn. 40 and 4 1  
Luther, Martin, 98 
Lutheranism, 96-98, 1 5 5-1 5 6  
Lyorard, Jean-Franc;ois, 2 7 2 n. I 6  

"Madame Ariane-Second Courtyard on 
the Lefc"  (WB), 1 28 

Malebranche, Nicolas de, 1 47 
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Mallarme, Srephane, 1 1 9,  1 57 , 2 2 3 ,  
2 68n.4 

Maner, Edouard, 1 66 
Manifest subjectivity, 1 1 2-1 1 3  
"Man of the Crowd, The" (Poe), 2 1 2 
Marriage, 77-78 
Marx ,  Karl, 1 30-1 3 1 ,  142 , 200, 2 1 2 ,  

2 3 3-234,  266n .28,  27 3--274n.9.  
274n. 1 0  

Marxism, 11 ,  1 4 2 ,  1 67 ,  1 7 1- 1 7 3 , 2 00-
20 1 , 2 0 5 , 227, 2 3 3-2 34, 242 

Masses, 1 79, 1 80, 1 94 
Masterpiece (Meisterstiick), 1 22-1 2 3  
Materialism, 2 3 1 -2 3  3,  247 (see also .Marx-

ism) 
Matiere et mbnoire (Bergson), 209 
Me Luhan, Marshall, 8 
Meaning, 20, 2 5 ,  3 8 ,  1 06 
Media, 8 (see also Film, Journalism, Pho-

tography, Press, Radio, Television) 
Meisterstikk (masterpiece), 1 22-1 2 3  
Melancholia, 88 
Melancholy, 97-99, 204 

(/Memory (see also Berliner Kindbeit 11m Nmn-
zehnh�tndert) 

and art, 2 54-2 5 5  
cult of, 1 88 
and d ecline of the aura, 1 64-1 6 5  
and eth ics, 2 5 3- 2 5 8  
and experience, 2 09 
forgetting, 1 34-- 1 3 5 ,  1 48 
and history, 239-242,  2 5 3-2 5 8  
in Kafka, 1 48 

--- · and photography, 1 65 
vs. progress, 1 34 
in Proust, 1 34-1 3 5 ,  209-2 1 0  
and tradition, 1 9 3  
voluntary vs. involuntary, 209-2 1 1 ,  

2 1 6, 2 17-2 1 8, 240; 241 -242 
Menninghaus, Winfried, 27 3n.25  
Messianism, 93 ,  1 47 ,  1 64, 2 1 0,  2 3 0--2 3 3 ,  

2 3 5-236 
Metaphysics, 1 3-20, 263n.6 
Metaphysics of Tragedy (Lukacs), 90 
Meyerson, Emile, 3 7 
Mimetic faculty, 1 3 ,  42-46, 246, 2 68n.6 
Minima moralia (Adorno), 1 20 
Modernity (see also Film, Kafka, Franz, 

Kraus, Karl, Photography) 
and allegory, 223-2 2 5  
and antiquity, 1 98-1 99 
vs. avant-garde, 2 22-223 
vs .  baroque, 222 
and decline of the aura, 1 64-1 66 

and forms of expression, 1 68 
and heroism, 1 96-200 
vs. myth and tradition, 78-8 1 
price of, 1 80--22 5 
and subjectivity, 1 1 2 
and suicide, 1 97 

L/ Monads, 40, 42,  249-2 5 1  
Montage, 27 2n.22 
Morality (see also Ethics, Justice, Knowl-

edge, of good and evil ,  Law) 
and art, 9 1  
and the i nexpressive, 82-83 
and Kraus, 1 39 
and rel igion,  79  
and understanding, 1 2 5  
as writer's professional ethic, 1 20 

Motion pictures (see Film) 
Mourning, 8 7 ,  1 06-- 1 07, 1 1 0, 1 89 
Music, 1 06-1 08 ,  1 59 
Mysticism, 5 6  
Myrh, 69 

and anxiety, 80, 1 69- 1 70 
and childhood, 1 83 
and law, 1 3 7  
and marriage, 77-78 
in-modern era, 1 36-1 3  7 
vs. modernity, 78-81 
and progress, 1 34 
and tragedy, 90--92 
as utopia, 1 27 

Mythical violence, 67-68 
Mythology vs. "myth, "  5 0  

"N {Re the Theory o f  Knowledge, Theory 
of Progress)" (WB), 1 82,  1 97 ,  2 26, 
232 , 24 1 , 2 54 

Names and naming, 1 5 - 1 7 ,  1 8 , 1 9, 3 2-
3 � 47,  1 02, 1 3 3 , 140 

Napoleon III, 1 7 2, 1 96, 200 
Natural correspondences, theory of, 203-204 
Natural history, 1 92 
Nature 

after the Fall , 1 9  
messianism of, 93 
and mourning, 1 07 ,  1 1 0 
rejection of, 203-204 
in romanticism, 5 5-56 
and symbol vs.  allegory, 1 02 
vs. technology, 270n.28 
true nature vs.  nature of the world,  64-

65 
Neo-Kantianism, 227,  236 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 1 98 

aesthetics of, 90, 1 48 ,  1 50 
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N'ietzsche, Friedrich (cont. ) 
and "analytic of truth" vs. "ontology of 

contemporary reality," 7 
on Apollonian and Dionysian princi-

ples, 1 03 ,  266-267n. 3 5  
and avant-garde, 2 20-22 1 
and beauty and appearance, 84 
Birth ofTragedy, The, 91 , 1 07 ,  1 98 
and capitalist religion, 2 66n. 2 8  
and cult o f  the new, 207 
on history, 229 
on language and music, 1 07- 1 08 
and politics, 274 n . 2 5  
rationalism vs. irrationalism i n ,  2 3 0  
synthesis of, with Marx, 1 30�1 3 1  
and technology, 1 28 
and Einbahnstrasse, 1 20 
vs. WB 's theory of tragic drama, 1 1 3 
and Western tradition of philosophy, 38 

Nihi lism, 93-94, 1 64 (see afro Revolution-
ary nihilism) 

"Nonsensuous similarity," 2 1 5  
Navalis,  50, 54,  5 5 , 5 8 ,  65 , 1 1 8 
Novel, 6 1-63 ,  1 90-- 1 9 1 , 1 93 
Novelty, 1 7 2  
Nudity, and beauty, 8 4 ,  266n.2 1  

"One-Way Street" (WB )  (see Einbahnstrcme) 
"On Language as Such and on the Lan

guage of Man" (WB), 1 1- 1 9 ,  3 6, 2 30 
Onomatopoeia, 4 3 ,  2 3 0  
"On Some Motifs i n  Baudelaire" (WB), 

1 34 , 1 64-1 66, 1 74,  1 88, 1 93 ,  1 94,  
1 95 , 20 1 , 206, 208-220, 2 2 1 -222,  
2 26, 240 

"On the Mimetic Faculty"  (WB), 2 1 5  
"On the Program of the Coming Philoso-

phy" (WB), 2 1 -2 3 ,  38,  3 9, 5 5  
Opera, 107-1 08 
Opinion, 1 39, 269n. 1 8  
Order ofThings. The (Foucault), 244 
Orig in (Urspmng), 4 1 --42,  1 38, 1 70-1 7 1 ,  

1 83- 1 84 
Original sin, 1 8- 1 9, 9 5  

L--·- Origin of German Tragic Drama, The {WB), 
3 2-42, 5 7 , 6 5 , 87-1 14, 1 1 6 , 1 20, 
1 2 1- 1 22,  1 34, 1 37 ,  1 40, 1 84, 1 88, 
1 92 , 2 1 5 , 2 2 3 , 2 2 8 , 243 , 249, 
2 6 5 n. 1 0,  266n.28 

Painting, 1 5 9, 1 65 ,  1 77-- 1 78,  2 1 7 ,  2 1 9  
Parables, of Kafka, 1 9 1  
Paris, 1 28-1 29, 1 98-1 99 

Paris, capitale d11 XIXe siecle (WB), 1 74, 
27 1 n. 3 5  

"Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century" 
(Expose 1 of Paris Arcades) (WB), 
1 2 7 , 1 66- 1 7 5 , 1 95 , 1 96, 206, 207,  
240, 245 , 249 

"Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century "  
(Expose 2 o f  Paris Arcades) (WB), 
1 68-1 7 5 ,  1 88 

\ ' Paris Arcades (WB), 1 1 4 ,  1 26, 1 2 7 ,  1 29,  
1 32 ,  1 3 3 ,  1 39, 1 40 ,  144, 1 49,  1 59,  
1 66-1 7 5 ,  1 82,  1 83 ,  1 87 , 1 96, 1 97 ,  
20 1 , 203, 2 2 2 , 2 2 7 , 228, 2 3 2 , 2 5 3 ,  
254,  269n. 1 9, 272n. 1 1  (see also 
"Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth 
Century" (Expose 1 and Expose 2]) 

"Paris Arcades, A Dialectical Fairy Play" 
(WB), 1 29 

"Pariser Brief II. Malerei und Phot
graphie" (WB), 1 7 8  

"Paris o f  the Second Empire in Baudelaire, 
The" (WB), 1 88,  1 94---20 1 ,  206 

"Perte d 'aureole" (Baudelaire), 2 1 9  
Petits po'bnes en prose (Baudelaire), 2 1 9  
Phantasmagoria, 1 69-- 1 7 1 ,  1 7 3 ,  1 7 4-1 7 5 ,  

245--246 
Phenomena, 40-42 
Phenomenology, 3 8  
Philology, 1 9 5 ,  246 
Philosophy, 72 (see also Aesthetics, Theol

ogy, other areas, schools, and co11cepts of 
philosophy) 

and art, 39,  74-76,  220--2 2 1  
devaluation of, 1 20-- 1 2 1  
idealism, 5 5 ,  58 
and ideal of the problem,  7 2-7 3 ,  74--7 5 
linguistic philosophy, 20 
and literature, 8 
and myrh, 69 
Platonism, 3 2 ,  34 ,  3 5 ,  3 9  
role of, 3 6-3 7 
and science, 2 1 -2 3 ,  3 7 ,  3 9, 1 67 
task of, 1 4 ,  20--2 3 ,  202 
and truth, 3 6-38 
Wittgenstein on, 263n.6  

"Phi losophy of life,"  208 
Photography, 1 50- 1 5 5 ,  1 60- 1 61 ,  1 64-

1 66, 1 7 5 ,  178 , 2 1 2, 2 1 7 ,  270n.2 6  
Piaget, Jean, 274n.2 3  
Picasso, Pablo, 1 62 ,  22 1 
"Picture writing," 1 1 9 
Pingoud, C . ,  2 64n.3  
Platonism, 3 2, 34 , 3 5 , 3 9  
Poe, Edgar Allan, 1 8 3 , 2 1 2  
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"Poetized,"  the (das Gedichtete), 5 0  
Poetry (see also Baudelaire, Charles) 

aesthetics of, 49-5 2 
and experience, 208-2 09,  2 1 1  
of German baroque, 1 06 
language of, 1 9 
modern poets, 1 97 
and prose, 62 
cask of, 5 1 -5 2 
tragic vs. epic, 266n.24 

Polemics, 1 26,  1 39 
Politics , 4 ,  2 3 3-238 (see also Marxism) 

and art, 1 1 4-1 80 
as "artistic theory," 1 60 
and aura, 1 5 2- 1 5 3 
and authenticity, 1 5 8 
of Baudlairean gesture, 20 1 
and film, 1 63-- 1 64 
goals of, 1 1 6 
and images, 1 27--1 36,  268n.8 
and Kraus, 1 42-1 44 
and naming ,  1 3 3 
and "organization of pessimism," 1 30 
and painting, 1 78 
and romanticism, 1 3 1  
and sovereignty, 92--93 
and surrealism, 1 30--1 3 5 
and tragic drama, theory of, 92-94 

Positivism ,  1 67-1 68 ,  226-227 
Poverty, voluntary, 1 43-144 
"Prattling,"  1 8- 1 9  
Press, 1 38-1 39, 1 9 1 ,  1 92 ,  209 (see also 

J ournalism) 
Primordial perception (Uroernehmen), 3 5-36 
Printing, 1 5 5- 1 5 6 , 1 90- 1 9 1  
"Probleme d er Sprachsoziologie" (WB), 

2 64 n . 2 8  
"Procreation," 267-268n.3 
Progress, 1 3 3- 1 34,  1 37 ,  1 47 ,  1 6 1- 1 62 ,  

226, 2 3 2-23 3 , 2 34, 2 37-2 3 8 , 2 5 2  
Proletariat, 1 79 
Prophecy, and tragedy, 90-92 
Prose, 62-63,  27 3n .6  (see also Novel) 
Prosti tutes , 205·--206, 24 5 ,  272n.2 1 
Protestantism,  92-95 , 96-98 , 1 5 5 - 1 5 6 ,  

2 66n.2 8  
Proust, Marcel, 1 34-1 3 5 ,  1 64, 1 84,  1 93 ,  

2 09-2 1 0, 240 
Psychoanalysis, 1 97 ,  2 1 0-2 1 1  
Public opinion, 1 38- 1 39 
Public's evaluation of art, 1 26 
Pudovkin,  Vsevolod, 1 5 3  
Putnam, H ilary, 2 5 7  
"Putschist" technique, 200-2 0 1  

Quine, Willard Van Orman, 1 7  
Quotation, 3 7-3 8, 1 40-1 4 1 ,  1 44, 1 47 

Radio, 8 
Ragpickers, 1 97, 1 99 
Rang, Florens Christian, 34,  90, 92 
Rawls, John, 257 
Reason, 8 1 --82 ,  1 37 ,  265 n.20 
R eceptivity of language, 1 5- 1 6  
Record players, 1 4 8- 1 49,  2 7 l n.6 
Redemption, 8 1 ,  2 3 1-2 3 3  

· Reflection, 5 3-60, 62-63 
Regression, 2 5 2  
Reificarion, 1 7 3 ,  205 , 2 1 6  
Religion (see also Judaism, Protestantism,  

Ricual, Theology) 
and capitalism, 266n . 2 8  
and morality, 79 
and philosophy, 2 1-2 3  
and tragic drama, 92-95 
and translation, 2 5 -26, 3 0-3 1 
in WB's childhood, 1 8 6  

Rembrandt, 1 5  9 
Remembrance ofThings Past (Proust), 1 34--

1 .3 5 ,  209-2 1 0  
Representation, 38 ,  264n.26 
R eproduction, 1 5 5- 1 60, 206, 2 1 2 , 2 1 7-

2 1 8  (see also "The Work of Art in the 
Age of Mechanical Reproduction") 

Resemblance, 1 8 1 , 2 1 5 , 265n.9 
" R e  the Theory of Knowledge, Theory of 

Progress" (.ree "N {Re the Theory of 
Knowledge, Theory of Progress]") 

Revelation , 1 3- 1 4 ,  3 1 , 66 
R evolutionary nihilism, 1 32-1 34 
Revolutions, 234, 2 37 ,  248-2 50,  274n . 1 0 
R ickert, Heinrich, 1 92 
Ricoeur, Paul, 1 92,  2 5 3 ,  2 7 3 n . 5  
R i mbaud, Arthur, 1 3 1  
Ritter, Johann Wilhelm, 1 08 
Ritual, 1 57-1 59,  2 1 0, 2 14 ,  2 1 6  

r .. / Romanticism 
and aesthetics, 5 2-65 , 99- 1 0 1  
and criticism, 5 1 , 5 6-6 1 , 63-6 5 , 1 04-

1 06 
and German baroque drama, 97 
and irony, theory of, 6 1 -63 
and poli tics, 1 3  1 
and reflection, 5 3-5 6 
and translation, 2 8  

"Romanticizing," 58  
Rosenzweig, Franz, 6 ,  90 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 3 1 ,  2 1 6, 272n. 1 3  
Riickschritte der Poesie Qochmann), 2 5 .3 
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Russia, film i n ,  1 5 3 ,  1 64 
Rychner, Max, 1 4 1 

Saint-Simonism, 1 99 
Salvation, 23 1 -2 3 2  
Sander, August, 1 5 3  
Satire, 1 38 
Satyric drama, 92  
Scheerbart, Paul, 1 4  3 
Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph, 7 1-

7 2  
"Schicksal und Charakter" (see "Fate and 

Character") 
Schiller, Friedrich von, 1 4 2  
Schlegel, Friedrich, 54,  5 6, 5 9, 6 0 ,  6 1 ,  65 ,  

1 1 8, 2 5 3  
Schmitt, Carl, 92-94, 1 3 1 , 2 3 5  
Scholastics, 1 3  
Scholem, Gershom 

and doctrine and Kafka, 146- 1 47 
on "Franz Kafka," 269n.2 1  
and Judaism, 5 ,  6 ,  2 6 1 -262n. 1 0  
and Kraus, 1 4 1  
and "The Paris o f  the Second Empire in 

Baudelaire," 194 
on Satanic qualities of WB, 267n.39 
on sex in  Berliner Kindheit ttm Nerm

zehnhundert! 1 86 
and WB as philosopher, 9, 262n. 1 7  
WB's letters to 

on autonomy of art, 5 1  
on concreteness in history, 1 29 
on "Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften, " 66 
on Judaism and mourning, 87 
on Marxist theory, 2 67 n .4 1 
on Paris Arcades_. 272n. l l  
o n  theory of ideas, 3 3-34 
on "The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction" and 
"The Storyteller," 1 87-1 88 

on WB's convictions, 1 36 
on WB's reorientation in 1 924-

1 92 5 , 1 16 
and "The Work of Art in the Age of Me-

chanical Reproduction," 1 6 5  
Schonberg, Arnold, 2 2 1  
Schopenhauer, A rthur, 1 03 
Science, 1 20 ,  268n.5 (see also Technology) 

and art,  45  
vs. intoxication, 1 28 
and philosophy, 2 1 -2 3 ,  37,  39, 1 67 

Script, 4 3-44 
Scripture, 1 46-1 47 
Secularization, 87-88, 9 5-97 

Self-consciousness, 5 4-56 
Self-judgment, 5 7  
Sex, 1 4 1 ,  1 85-1 86, 1 99 
Silence, and Kraus, 140 
Similarity, 43-44,  2 64n . 2 6  
Simmel, Georg, 1 50 
Sloth (acedia), 98 , 243 
"Small History of Photography, A" (WB), 

1 49, 1 5 0-1 5 5 ,  1 57 
Sobriety of art , 5 2 ,  62-63, 67 
Social classes, and history, 2 29, 243-244 
Social democracy, 2 36-237 
Sophocles, 30 
Sorel, Georges, 68 
Soul and Form (Lukacs), 38,  263n.20 
Souls, images as, 268n. 7 
Soupaulr, Phi lippe, 1 24 
Souvenir, in Baudelaire, 203-204 
Sovereignty, 92-93 
"Space for Rent" (WB), 1 26 
Spain, tragic drama of, 96-97 
Sparializarion, 88, 95-97 
Spleen, 203, 2 1 6  
"Spleen de Paris" (Baudelaire), 2 1 1 ,  2 1 6  
Scare of emergency, 234-236, 25 1 
Stifter, Adalben, 1 39 
Storm, image of the, 1 33-· 1 34, 140,  2 3 3  

Lr-''Storyreller, The" (WB), 1 1 7 ,  143-1 44, 
1 64, 1 74 , 1 87-1 94, 2 08, 209, 2 14 ,  
2 1 7 , 22 1 , 224, 228, 23 1 , 2 5 6, 
273n.6  

v'Storytelling, 1 88-1 94, 2 7 1 n.6 
Sturm tmd Drang, 56 
Subjectivity, 1 1 1 , 1 1 2- 1 1 3 , 1 22 ,  

267 n.40 
Subject matter, 76, 7 7-78,  1 2 3  
Sublime, the, 8 3 ,  84, 1 0 3  
Suicide, 1 97 
Surrealism, 1 1 5 ,  1 2 2 ,  1 24 ,  1 28,  1 29-1 3 5 ,  

1 3 5 ,  1 38,  148,  1 99 
"Surrealism" (WB), 1 24 ,  1 2 9-1 3 5 ,  1 37, 

1 38,  268n.8 
Symbol, 99- 106, 1 30, 2 1 5-2 1 6  
System, 3 6-38 
System of Ethics (Fichte), 5 8  

"Tableaux parisiens" (Baudelaire), 1 98, 203 
Talmud, 1 46 
"Task of the Translator, The" (WB), 23-

3 2 , 66, 1 92 , 2 3 1  
Technical reproduction (see Reproduction) 
Technology (see also Film, Photography, Re

production, Science, "The Work of 
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and arc, 1 67-1 69, 1 7 3-1 80, 207-208 
and barbarism, 2 1 2  
and childhood, 1 82-1 84 
and experience, 2 1 2-2 1 3  
vs. nature, 270n.28 
record players, 1 48-1 49, 27 1 n .6  
and storytelling, 1 89 
telephones, 1 82-1 8 3 
television, 8, 2 7 1  n.6 
of war, 143 

Telepathy, 1 28 ,  268n.6 
Telephones, 1 82-1 8 3  
Television, 8 ,  27 1 n . 6  
Terrorism, 2 3 5  
Theater, 1 6 1 ,  1 7 5 (see also Tragedy, Tragic 

d rama) 
"Theologico-Political Fragment" (WB), 

9 3 ,  1 64 
Theology, 5 ,  6 (see also Doctrine, Messian-

ism, Religion, Truth content) 
and aesthetics, 8 5 ,  99-1 03 
and art, 22 1 
and aura, 1 65 
and criticism, 7 0  
and experience, 2 1 3  
and h istory, 1 08--1 1 4 ,  1 92- 1 93 ,  2 28-

2 29, 2 3 1-233 , 2 54 
of Kraus,  1 39-140 
and language, 1 2-20 
and storytelling , 1 9 2-1 94 
and truth, 3 2-3 3 
WB's return ro, in 1 939, 227 
and WB 's work on Kraus and Kafka, 1 4  5 

Theory of}t�stice, A (Rawls), 2 5 7  
Theory of the Avant-Garde (B iirger), 

2 7 2 n.22 
Theory of the Novel (Lukacs), 38, 6 1 -62, 90, 

1 1 1 , 2 67 n.40 
"Theses on the Philosophy of History" 

(WB), 42, 47, 86, 94, 1 1 4, 1 3 3 ,  
1 4 5 , 1 87 , 1 88, 1 94 , 20 1 , 202, 226-
2 5 1 ,  2 64n.2 7 ,  265n. 1 0  

Thing in  i tself, 5 4  
"Thirteen Theses against Snobism" (WB), 

1 2 1 ,  1 22, 1 3 8  
Tieck, Ludwig, 6 1 ,  1 34 
"Tiergarren" (WB), 1 8 3  
Time, 1 0 1- 1 02 , 1 3 5 , 2 3 7 , 248 
Timelessness, 4 1  
"Timeless truth," 245 
Tdnnies,  Ferdinand, 1 88- 1 89 
Torah, 1 46 

Tradition, 7 1  
as "artistic theory," 1 60 
and authentici ty, 1 5 5- 1 5 9, 248--249 
devalorizarion of, 143-1 44 
and intersubjectivity, 2 1 8  
and justice, 2 5 7 -2 5 8  
and memory, 1 93 
vs. modernity, 78-8 1 
of the oppressed, 2 5 5-2 5 6  
and prehistoric dread, 1 8 2  
and storytelling, 1 9 1 ,  1 92-1 94 

Tragedy, 69, 87 ,  89-92 , 266n.24 (see also 
Tragic drama) 

Tragic drama, 87--114 (see also The Origh; of 
German Tragic Drama) 

Tragic poetry, 2 66n.24 
Transcendental idealism, 5 5  

V Translarion, 1 6-1 7 , 1 8 , 23-32 
Trat�erspiel (see Tragic drama) 
"Traumkirsch" (WB), 267n. 2 
Treatise, 3 7, 8 9  
Trial, The (Kafka), 1 36, 1 3  7 
Truth, 2 60 (see also Truth content) 

and appearance, 84 
and art, 39-42,  48 ,  8 3 ,  2 20-2 2 1  
and beauty, 40 ,  50-5 1 , 7 1  
and being, 3 2 ,  263n. 1 6  
and criticism, 38,  66-67 , 70-77 
Heidegger on , 3 2 ,  263n. 1 6  
and ideas, 32-33 
and intention , 1 22 
and interpretation, 3 7 ,  83 
and knowledge, 3 2- 3 3  
and meaning,  3 8  
and phi losophy, 36-3 8 
and poetry, 5 0  
and representation , 38 
and rheology, 3 2-3 3 
"timeless truth," 245 
and translat ion, 28-29, 3 0-32 
for WB and Gadamer, 20 

Tmth and Method (Gadamer), 1 93 
Truth content, 59 , 70-7 8 , 86, 1 0 5 ,  1 06 ,  

1 23 , 1 2 5 , 1 74, 220-22 1 
Typography, of baroque, 1 0 3  

"Uber das mimerische Vermogen" (see "On 
the Mimetic Faculty") 

"Uber das Programm der kornmenden Phi
losoph ie" (see "On rhe Program of the 
Coming Philosophy") 

"Ober den Begr iff der Geschichre" (see 
"Theses on the Philosophy of His
tory'") 
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"Uber einige Motive bei Baudelaire" (see 
"On Some Motifs in Baudelaire") 

"Uber Sprache i.iberhaupt und i.iber die 
Sprache des Mensch en" (see "On Lan
guage as Such and on the Language 
of Man") 

"Uberzmgen, " 2 67-268n.3  
Ulysses (joyce), 1 88 
Unconscious, 2 1 0-2 1 1 
"Une martyre" (Baudelaire), 205-206 
Ursprtmg (origin), 4 1 -4 2 ,  1 38 ,  1 70-1 7 1 ,  

1 83-1 84 
Urspmng des deutschen Tra11erspiels (see The 

Origin of German Tragic Drama) 
Urvernehmen (primordial perception), 3 5-36 
Use and Abuse of History, The (Nietzsche), 229 
Utopia, 1 27 , 1 69, 1 70, 245-246 

Valery, Paul, 1 24 , 1 90, 19 1 , 2 1 5 
Valles, Jules, 200 
Van Gogh, Vincent, 1 66, 270n.26 
Vengeance, 234-2 3 5  
"Vergrosserungen" (WB), 1 27 
Vico, Giambattista, 25 3 
:'Vie amerieure" (Baudelaire), 2 1 6  

[/
/
Violence, 66-70, 80-83, 204 
Voluntary memory, vs. involuntary, 209--

2 1 1 , 2 1 6, 2 1 7-2 18, 240, 2 4 1 -242 

Wagner, Richard, 1 07 ,  1 98 
Wah!verwandtschaften (Goethe) (see 

"Goethes Wah!verwandtschaften") 
War, and experience, 1 4 3  

Weber, Max, 7 ,  88,  94 , 9 5 , 97-98, 1 5 0,  
1 54, 192,  266n.2 8  

"Wedekind und Kraus i n  der Volksbi.ihne" 
(WB), 269n. 1 3  

Weimar Republic, 2 5 1 ,  2 5 2  
Wellmer, Albrecht, 2 20 
Wisdom, and storytelli ng ,  1 9 1-192 
Wishes, 2 1 3  
Wishful fantasies, 1 7 0  
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 1 ,  3 ,  1 7 ,  20, 262-

263n.6 
Women, masculinization of, 1 99 
Work of art, 1 1 5 ,  1 22-1 26, 1 30-1 32,  

2 1 6, 260, 269n. 1 5  (see afro "The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechani
cal Reproduction") 

"Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Re
production, The" (WB), 44-45 , 47,  
127,  1 3 8,  1 4 3 ,  1 49-1 50,  1 5 2 ,  1 5 3 ,  
1 54 ,  1 5 5-1 64, 1 66-1 67 ,  1 73,  1 74,  
1 7 8- 1 8� 1 87-1 89, 1 94, 1 95 , 207-
208, 2 1 0, 2 1 2 , 2 1 7-2 1 8, 2 1 9, 2 3 2 ,  
26 5n. 10,  �70n.28 

Writers, task of, 1 7 5-1 7 6  
Written language, 43-44, 1 03 ,  1 06-108,  

15  5-1 5 6 (see also Printing) 

'Zettgen, " 267-2 68n. 3 
"Zur_.Kritik der Gewalt" (see "Critique of 

Violence") 
"Zwei Gedichte von Friedrich Holderlin" 

(WB), 49-5 2 
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