
        
            
                
            
        

    

Walter Benjamin’s Archive

“Here we have a man whose job it is to gather the day’s refuse in the capital. Everything that the big city has thrown away, everything it has lost, everything it has scorned, everything it has crushed underfoot he catalogues and collects. He collates the annals of intemperance, the capharnaum of waste. He sorts things out and selects judiciously: he collects like a miser guarding a treasure, refuse which will assume the shape of useful or gratifying objects between the jaws of the goddess of Industry.” This description is one extended metaphor for the poetic method, as Baudelaire practised it. Ragpicker and poet: both are concerned with refuse.
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Excavation and Memory

Language has unmistakably made plain that memory is not an instrument for exploring the past, but rather a medium. It is the medium of that which is experienced, just as the earth is the medium in which ancient cities lie buried. He who seeks to approach his own buried past must conduct himself like a man digging. Above all, he must not be afraid to return again and again to the same matter; to scatter it as one scatters earth, to turn it over as one turns over soil. For the “matter itself” is no more than the strata which yield their long-sought secrets only to the most meticulous investigation. That is to say, they yield those images that, severed from all earlier associations, reside as treasures in the sober rooms of our later insights—like torsos in a collector’s gallery. It is undoubtedly useful to plan excavations methodically. Yet no less indispensable is the cautious probing of the spade in the dark loam. And the man who merely makes an inventory of his findings, while failing to establish the exact location of where in today’s ground the ancient treasures have been stored up, cheats himself of his richest prize. In this sense, for authentic memories, it is far less important that the investigator report on them than that he mark, quite precisely, the site where he gained possession of them. Epic and rhapsodic in the strictest sense, genuine memory must therefore yield an image of the person who remembers, in the same way a good archaeological report not only informs us about the strata from which its findings originate, but also gives an account of the strata which first had to be broken through.SW 2:2*, p. 576

* Abbreviated sources to be found in bibliography.
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Preface

But when shall we actually write books like catalogues?

One-Way Street (SW1, p. 457)

His last archive remains a secret: the briefcase that Walter Benjamin carried over the Pyrenees in September 1940 is lost. Only one document that was transported in it survives—an authenticated letter from May 8, 1940, in which Max Horkheimer confirms Benjamin’s membership of the Institute for Social Research in New York and confirms that his researches have proven to be extremely helpful for the Institute. Lisa Fittko, who helped him and other refugees in their escape, attested that Benjamin wanted the briefcase to be saved above everything else; for supposedly his latest manuscript was inside, and it was the most important thing of all, more important even than his own life. It may possibly have contained the theses On The Concept of History. Any more detailed information is lacking. What is certain, however, is that the briefcase held some sort of texts by Benjamin. Papers with unknown contents are mentioned in a police report listing the belongings on his person at the time of his death—his last possessions consisted of a watch, a pipe, six photographs, glasses, letters, magazines, and money, which was used to pay off the hotel bill and the costs of the funeral.

If Benjamin had not taken precautions his legacy would have suffered the same fate as the briefcase. It is impossible to imagine the effect that might have had on the reception of his work. The fact that his archive is so bristling with contents today—a fact that is barely comprehensible when viewed against the backdrop of his personal fate—is due to the strategic calculation with which he deposited his manuscripts, notebooks, and printed papers in the custody of friends and acquaintances in various countries. His archives landed in the hands of others, so that their documents might be delivered to posterity. Those who received his work accepted the obligatory nature of their role and faithfully conserved the papers. With the ethos of an archivist Benjamin secured the continued life of his thought, a thought that sought to grasp the present through reading testimonials from the past.

Benjamin’s concept of the archive, however, differs from that of the institutionalized archives, whose self-understanding is derived from the origin of the word “archive.” “Archive” stems from the Greek and Latin words for “town hall, ruling office,” which, in turn, are derived from “beginning, origin, rule.” Order, efficiency, completeness, and objectivity are the principles of archival work. In contrast to this, Benjamin’s archives reveal the passions of the collector. The remains heaped up in them are reserve funds or something like iron reserves, crucial to life, and which for that reason must be conserved. These are points at which topicality flashes up, places that preserve the idiosyncratic registrations of an author, subjective, full of gaps, unofficial.

Thirteen of Benjamin’s archives are presented in what follows. Not all of their contents can be enclosed within briefcases, folders, card indexes or other containers. Something else is transferred alongside their objective significance: Benjamin’s archives consist of images, texts, signs, things that one can see and touch, but they are also a reservoir of experiences, ideas, and hopes, all of which have been inventoried and analyzed by their stock taker. His project on the Paris Arcades, a collection of quotations and commentary, was intended to scout the “prehistory of the 19th century” from elements of the everyday world, art, and dreams. It registers types (the flâneur, the dandy, the rag picker, the whore), building forms and places (arcades, boulevards, panoramas, catacombs), materials (iron, glass), the effect of fashion, advertising and the workings of the commodity. For all this Benjamin created “a place in the archives of our memory” (Baudelaire1). This entire work of this author can be conceived as an archive of thought, of perceptions, of history and of the arts.

What can be found in these archives? The opening chapter “Tree of Conscientiousness”—a quotation from Benjamin, as are all of the chapter headings in this book—traces Benjamin’s activity as an archivist of his own writings. Lists, catalogues, and card indexes, at once meticulous and inventive compilations, have all found their way into the archive. At the chapter’s center stands a registry, in which Benjamin rubricated his correspondence and manuscripts according to his own predilections. “Scrappy Paperwork” deals with the word “scrap” (verzetteln); and its twofold meaning—as “failure, fragmentary, unachieved,” on the one hand, and as a particular method of making information manageable, on the other. Benjamin’s legacy consists of hundreds of little scraps; and as such might be associated with Zettel’s Dream by Arno Schmidt and the little boxes of memoranda in Jean Paul’s Quintus Fixlein—in a review in 1934 Benjamin claimed that Jean Paul’s boxes of memoranda were the archive of art of the Biedermeier period. Small- format manuscripts encouraged Benjamin’s inclination to write in a miniscule hand, a trait reminiscent of Robert Walser; the chapter “From Small to Smallest Details” outlines this characteristic aspect of Benjamin’s writing. The Russian toys that Benjamin acquired in Moscow, and described in an illustrated article, are presented under the heading “Physiognomy of the Thing World.” These photographs are witnesses to a disappearance, they bring into view remnants of peasant handiwork. “Opinions et Penseés” describes the words and turns of phrase that derive from Stefan Benjamin—an “archive of non-sensuous similarities,” constructed and interpreted by the father who tracked the linguistic and intellectual development of his son. Benjamin once described his notebooks as the “daintiest quarters”: this line becomes a chapter heading. His notebooks were important tools of his work, for they stored and structured his material and thoughts; every single square centimeter of them seems to have been used. Only a portion of Benjamin’s postcard collection has been preserved—this consists of “Travel Scenes” from Tuscany and the Balearics, in relation to which the jottings of an enthusiastic traveler might be read differently. The chapter “A Bow Being Bent” investigates Benjamin’s capacity for structuring his research materials and it demonstrates his organization of knowledge in rigorous and eccentric designs—which provide the connecting links between initial ideas and first drafts. Graphic forms are considered here as “Constellations”; spatial, bi-polar, or elliptical orderings, in which concepts or figures of thought exist in charged relationships with each other. Benjamin’s sympathy for the figure of the rubbish collector permits a view of the great unfinished Arcades Project as “Rag Picking,” a practice committed to salvaging everything that is disregarded by history. Taken from Benjamin’s bequest, Germaine Krull’s photographs of arcades and Sasha Stone’s interior studies are presented under the title “Past Turned Space”—public and private bourgeois lives, two sides of the same coin. The chapter “Hard Nuts to Crack” is devoted to Benjamin’s delight at word games and brainteasers, which he developed into a small collection of puzzles—he managed to publish some of them, but some were simply exchanged with those of like minds. A puzzle forms the object of the thirteenth chapter: eight reproductions of the Sibyls from the cathedral at Siena. What meaning these held for Benjamin remains obscure; one of the mottos in The Arcades Project, taken from the Aeneid, gives a pointer—into the underworld.

These would not be Benjamin’s archives if the materials did not communicate with one another. Each of these collections is distinctive and yet none of them lies in a closed drawer. Fine threads lead from one to another. The drafts are tangent to the graphic outlines. Puzzles work with the tones of language, with distortions and shifts of meaning—just as do Benjamin’s notes on his son Stefan. The toys of the child’s world are miniaturized just like his tiny script. The reproductions of the Sibyls are picture postcards as are the views of Italy and Spain. The overarching concept is the archive, to which belong all the scraps, notebooks, the notes for The Arcades Project, as well as the photographs and the drafts. Everything is held together by the genius of the collector, who regarded “being at home in marginal areas” (GS III, p. 369) as a characteristic of the modern researcher.

Comprehensiveness was neither possible nor sought after. Certain materials that disappeared between 1933 and 1940 are absent. The most sensitive loss is Benjamin’s library, of which only a piteous remainder was delivered to Moscow. The trail of the Heinle brothers’ bequest, which Benjamin possessed and which he wished to publish, ends in Berlin. The one essential thing necessary for a reconstruction of Benjamin’s radio work is missing: there is no recording of his voice. Equally this presentation of Benjamin’s archives dispenses with presenting those items that are already accessible, such as his collection of children’s books, or photographs and documents pertaining to his life. A stringent selection had to be made from his research materials. Each of his projects forms an archive in itself, and these are to a large extent preserved: quotations from Baroque literature, poems by Baudelaire, materials for the essay on Goethe’s Elective Affinities, transcriptions of sonnets by Brecht, radio plays, notes on Eduard Fuchs, the collector and historian, excerpts from the journal New Age. Also left out of this book are bibliographies on various fields of research, his photographs of stage sets, drawings by Paul Klee and also—though omitting these was especially hard—his collection of anecdotes pertaining to Kant and the impressions he jotted down during and after consuming drugs.

Collections unlock themselves once a single piece is brought to voice. In the beginning was the exemplary object, which often opens up the way to thought as if by itself. Groups of documents arose. Sibling relationships became visible. The consideration of material and its context in the work delivered insights into an extraordinary bequest and its originator—it generated a portrait of the author from his archive.

Benjamin’s mode of working is marked by the techniques of archiving, collecting, and constructing. Excerpts, transpositions, cuttings-out, montaging, sticking, cataloguing and sorting appear to him to be true activities of an author. His inspiration is inflamed by the richness of materials. Images, documents, and perceptions reveal their secrets to the look that is thorough enough. Benjamin was interested in the incidental. He loved to think in marginal areas, in order to push out from there to the center; he liked to use the phrase “most central.” His capacity for immersion and his preparedness to make connections allowed him to discover essential things in details. Fragments recombined into new things; this researcher converted them into something distinctive.

Benjamin believed that the basis of collecting does not lie in “exactness,” in “silk reeling” or “the complete inventorizing of all data” (GS III, p. 216). Peculiar to the collector is “a relationship to objects which does not emphasize their functional, utilitarian value—that is their usefulness—but studies and loves them as the scene, the stage of their fate” (SW 2:2, p. 487). Benjamin designates the true passion of the collector as “anarchistic, destructive.” He affiliates fidelity to the thing with “the wilfully subversive protest against the typical, classifiable.” Possession of a thing generates completely irrational accents. For the collector his item, its origin and past all close ranks as “a magic encyclopedia, a world ordering, whose outline is the fate of the object” (GS III, pp. 216f).

The suspicion that what is being dealt with here is historically outbid can be countered by a reference to the note Excavation and Memory, a key text on the question of memory. It informs us that to approach a submerged past involves digging. It is advisable to plan one’s procedures, but also indispensable to probe cautiously, tentatively, into the dark loam. “And the man who merely makes an inventory of his findings, while failing to establish the exact location of where in today’s ground the ancient treasures have been stored up, cheats himself of his richest prize” (SW 2:2, p. 576). The concept of “topicality” was no empty phrase for Benjamin.

One of the few who was able to judge that for himself was Jean Selz. Selz got to know Benjamin in 1932 on the Pitiusas, the small sister islands of the Balearics, and he encountered him on Benjamin’s home ground: translation, as they rendered parts of Berlin Childhood in French. Selz learnt a lot about Benjamin’s modes of thinking and working. He experienced how Benjamin traced the graphic form of words. He witnessed how he held his pen. And he discovered the various functions of the notebooks. In retrospect Selz described his extraordinary interlocutor in the following way: “Walter Benjamin was one of the most intelligent men I have ever met in my life. He was perhaps the only one who gave me with so much force the impression that there is a depth of thought where, propelled by rigorous logical reasoning, precise historic and scientific facts inhabit a plane in which they coexist with their poetic counterparts, a plane where poetry is no longer simply a form of literary thought, but reveals itself as an expression of the truth that illuminates the most intimate correspondences between man and the world” (Jean Selz, “Benjamin in Ibiza,” p. 366).

“Thirteen—it was a cruel pleasure to stop at this number”: Benjamin quotes Marcel Proust, from his cycle In Search of Lost Time, two volumes of which he translated together with Franz Hessel. Benjamin had a particular affinity for the number thirteen. He described the thirteen towers of San Gimignano. And he composed five texts that are structured as thirteen theses. Four of these are in One-Way Street: The Writer’s Technique in Thirteen Theses, Thirteen Theses against Snobs, The Technique of the Critic in Thirteen Theses, Number 13 and The Path to Success in Thirteen Theses.2 These are poetological reflections, contributions to the self-understanding of writing, judging, and publishing, his main activities. Thirteen features as a magical number, standing for conspiracy and danger, bringing bad luck or good fortune. That last thing was bestowed upon Benjamin’s archives. They were saved and it is to be hoped that they will not be forgotten.

Erdmut Wizisla


 

1Charles Baudelaire, “Salon of 1859,” in Charles Baudelaire, The Mirror of Art, London: Phaidon, 1955.



2This final one is in SW 2:1, pp. 144-7.
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Tree of Conscientiousness

Benjamin as Archivist

Thus the life of a collector manifests a dialectical tension between the poles of disorder and order.

SW 2:2, p. 487

The scruples, sometimes disturbing even to me, with which I view the plan of some sort of “Collected Works” correspond to the archival precision with which I preserve and catalog everything of mine that has appeared in print. Furthermore, disregarding the economic side of being a writer, I can say that for me the few journals and small newspapers in which my work appears represent for me the anarchic structure of a private publishing house. The main objective of my promotional strategy, therefore, is to get everything I write—except for some diary entries—into print at all costs and I can say that I have been successful in this—knock on wood!—for about four or five years.

Correspondence, p. 385

I, however, had something else in mind: not to retain the new but to renew the old. And to renew the old—in such a way that I myself, the newcomer, would make what was old my own—was the task of the collection that filled my drawer.

SW 3, p. 403

The “struggle against dispersion,” which is the “most deeply hidden motive of the person who collects” (AP, p. 211), finds no more pregnant expression than in the archive. Given the insecurities that beleaguered his life, Walter Benjamin led this struggle with particular perseverance and finesse. His own contribution as a collector to the preservation and transmission of his works is not without irony. “I will continue to ensure the completion of your collection of little grasses and stems from my field,” Benjamin wrote to his friend Alfred Cohn in 1928, in a statement that predates his departure into exile. “This way, at least, there is the benefit, more for me than you, of there being another complete herbarium somewhere apart from my own” (GB III, p. 388). His carefulness stood him in good stead early on, and his friends ensured the conservation of the scripts passed to them as reservoirs of his thought and writing. “But now the moment has come,” Benjamin wrote to Gershom Scholem on May 31, 1933, “when you must allow me to shake a few meager fruits from the tree of conscientiousness which has its roots in my heart and its leaves in your archive” (Benjamin/Scholem Correspondence, p. 53).

Benjamin was extremely conscientious not only in distributing and conserving his works. The archival logging of his manuscripts and collections was an equally important task. He compiled a catalog (which is no longer in existence) of the contents of his library (Correspondence, p. 306) and he kept a notebook with meticulous details of his reading since graduation from high school (Correspondence, p. 268). This catalog, preserved in a small black leather lined notebook, begins with entry number 462 (the previous list of items is missing) and registers Benjamin’s reading from the age of twenty-two, in 1917, until 1939: it ends with Robert Hichens’ Le Toque noire (1939), which bears the number 1712. Another notebook preserves bibliographical lists on various themes such as “Romantic Journals,” “Gnomic Science,” “Mythological Research,” and “Greek and Roman Literature.” Numerous card indexes and scraps of paper with addresses, excerpts, and literature lists are likewise preserved. Benjamin ordered some of these odds and ends thematically, separated into envelopes marked with lists of their contents (fig. 1.1). A note on a slip of paper in the bequest mentions a “friendship book with quotation entries” (WBA 210/12), which Benjamin must have once possessed. And lastly there are also catalogs detailing the contents of his archive. An early inventory, left behind in his apartment when he fled Berlin, is presented here (figs 1.2 and 1.3). It is written in black ink on a chamois-colored piece of paper, which is folded in the middle to make a double sheet. Additional corrections, addenda, crossings out, and colored marks indicate that Benjamin contributed to it over a long period of time and reworked it on several occasions. The itemization it provides is a research tool, a floor plan of Benjamin’s archive. On the basis of this inventory, the life and writing of Benjamin can be traced in model form.

The inventory comprises thirty groups. Predominant amongst them is correspondence but there are also headings for manuscripts by others, personal and business documents, and his own writings. His writings are classified according to thematic aspects relating to content, as well as partly in relation to their written format (“printed,” “only in handwriting,” “typewritten”). The arrangement is systematic, “but according to a surprising coherence that is incomprehensible to the profane” (GS III, pp. 216f). Measured against any conventional system, Benjamin’s ordering appears distorted, affected by subjective memories and meanings. His classifications—including “Letters from deceased people except for Fritz Heinle and Rika Seligson” and “Letters from all living male correspondents except for relatives and Gerhardi, Blumenthal, Sachs, Wolf Heinle / In addition letters from Jula [Cohn]”—evidence a personal relationship to the material, in which the writers continue to live. It is as if only certain people might be brought together, while others must be kept apart from each other or be given their own separate place. These living connections break through the “mild boredom of order” (SW 2:2, p. 486), recognizing in things less their “functional, utilitarian value” than the “scene, the stage, of their fate” (SW 2:2, p. 487).

Each of the archival containers—folders, files, envelopes, cases, and boxes—is precisely described by an indication of the brand (Sönneken), color, size, provenance (“cardboard envelope from The Demons”), as well as any material peculiarities (“with crest,” “extendable”) or breakages (“torn in half”). These containers are aids in systematizing the material. At the same time, they offer protection against damage: they stow away and preserve the papers stored in them, holding them together in one place. For Benjamin, the securing of his archive was an important task in several regards. Mechanical damage to papers was mended with thin strips of vellum or the edges of sheets of stamps or, as in one case, sewn with needle and thread (figs 1.4 and 1.5). In the mid-1930s he arranged for The Arcades Project to be photographically reproduced and he sent the images to the Institute for Social Research in New York for safekeeping. He made transcriptions of his writings (or had them made) and sent them to friends and colleagues with the request, “please store the manuscript carefully” (GB I, p. 452). When it came to requests for their return or for them to be sent on to someone else, he asked, on various occasions, that they be insured, and indicated the estimated value. His “Memorandum on the Mexican Seminar,” for example, which he requested Scholem return, was assessed by him immodestly “at a value of 400M” (GB I, p. 453). According to an early note written in Berlin, he stored photographs “in the large bureau—middle compartment, small drawer at the bottom on the right” (fig. 1.6). He also owned a “magazine chest” (WBA 210/12). In the last apartment he inhabited in Berlin there was a locked manuscript cupboard (see GB IV, p. 90), in which Benjamin kept the residues of his life and writing, the “masked” things of his existence, ordered “in drawers, chests, and boxes” (SW 3, p. 403).

While the inventory evidences the significance that Benjamin attributed to his own writings, it provides just as precisely confirmation of the loss of documents from the years prior to exile. Some things listed were destroyed or are assumed missing—such as a large part of the correspondence, including letters from Grete Radt, his parents, Franz Sachs, Wolf Heinle, and other friends from the milieu of the youth movement. Whether and which of the “Philosophical works, Fragments” are lost is very difficult to ascertain. Proofs of published writings, which Benjamin most probably kept in the brown cardboard box with a crest on it, have survived. In a letter to Scholem on October 28, 1931 Benjamin indicates the “archival precision with which I preserve and catalog everything of mine that has appeared in print” (Correspondence, p. 385). Presumably this is a reference to the Catalogue of My Published Works, which is amongst the papers of the bequest (fig. 1.7). This consists of ten written sheets, some of which have writing on the reverse side and it collates—if not quite exhaustively—436 entries from the years 1911 to 1939. It is to be assumed that he arranged for a secretary to type up the copy that is in the archive (Ts. 2379–2393). Up until 1928 every entry was also individually transferred to an index card (WBA 218). Benjamin collected sheets of his published work, snipped them out (or received them as offprints) and then stuck them to large sheets with gummed strips. These were then furnished with details of sources and corrections, additions, and observations (fig. 1.8).

Through all of this careful ordering and classification of his papers, the compilation of bibliographic catalogs, the lists of themes and books, the collections of excerpts and notes, a mode of work is documented, which aims at something far more than the mere securing and stock-taking of knowledge. Benjamin’s archive represents a reserve of drafts, thoughts, and quotations. And yet what is collected is not only supposed to be held in safekeeping: it is also to be used productively and grounded in the present. For, as Benjamin notes in Excavation and Memory, “he who merely makes an inventory of his findings, while failing to establish the exact location of where in today’s ground the ancient treasures have been stored up, cheats himself of his richest prize” (SW 2:2, p. 576).







 

Figures

1.1 Envelope for literature lists and notes on various themes.

1.2 and 1.3 Early inventory of Walter Benjamin’s archive—Manuscript on a double sheet, two sides.

1.4 and 1.5 Book list on the reverse side of a form from the Bibliothèque Nationale. The parts of the sheet of paper that have come away along the perforation have been sewn together again, presumably by Walter Benjamin.—Manuscript, one page, with materials on reverse.

It is presumed that this list of books belongs to the work for The Arcades Project. It lists titles on history, technology, architecture, photography, fine arts, and literature. These include: the several volumes of History of Iron in its Technological and Cultural-Historical Context by Ludwig Beck (1897ff), The Tragedy of the Technological Epoch by Otto Veit (1935), Karl Marx by Auguste Cornu (1934), the Goncourt Brothers’ Journal, Houben’s Conversations with Heine, books by Fourier, Balzac, Alexandre Dumas (père), and others.

1.6 Archival notes—Manuscript, two sides; shown here, page 1.

1.7 Catalogue of My Published Works (1911–1939)—Manuscript, thirteen sides; shown here, page 1. Compare GS VII.1, pp. 477–9.

1.8. Discussion of Gabriele Eckehard, The German Book in the Epoch of the Baroque. On the top right-hand corner Benjamin has noted: “The Lit[erary] World VI, 23/6 June 1930”—printed, one side. Compare GS III, pp. 236f.

1.9 Walter Benjamin’s Paris address book (1930s)—shown here, pp. 33 verso and 34 recto.
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	I
	Sönneken writings expanding file: Letters from all living male correspondents except for relatives and Gerhardi, Blumenthal, Sachs, Wolf Heinle. In addition manuscripts by others’ hands In addition letters from Jula
              plus those in XVI



	II
	Long brown cardboard box: Memories from school and university days



	III
	Long white cardboard box: Letters from Grete Radt



	   IIIa
	White cardboard box: Letters from Grete Radt



	Japanese casket: Letters from Grete Radt



	IV
	Three medium-sized cardboard boxes; letters from parents, IVa Letters to Haubinda and Freiburg, I Semester IVb Letters to Munich, first semester, as well as 1917 and after IVc Letters to Freiburg II, Munich final semester



	 
	[and later]



	V
	Letters from Dora Extendable grey cardboard box: Letters from Dora



	VI
	Cardboard envelope from The Demons: Letters from Blumenthal and Sachs



	VII
	Cardboard envelope from Meyrink: Letters and other papers from Gerhardi



	VIII
	Blue cardboard box: Diaries and letters from relatives except for those from parents



	 
	Letters to F. Sachs



	IX
	Brown cardboard box: Letters from Wolf Heinle and Werner Kraft



	 
	Werner Kraft and Gerhard Scholem   



	X
	Extendable grey cardboard box: Writings and fragments on the youth movement



	 
	Large brown



	XI
	Extendable black cardboard box (torn in half): Poetic works Namely 1) published in any version, 2) others that are only handwritten



	XII
	Brown cardboard box with crest: Duplicates of own works (in manuscript or print)



	XIIa
	Envelope: Lecture-hall files Heinle—Guttmann



	XIII
	White cardboard box: Letters from all living female correspondents except for relatives, plus those in XVI



	XIV
	White cardboard box: Letters from deceased people except for Fritz Heinle and Rika Seligson



	XV
	Sönneken letter file: Duplicates, Manuscripts by other people



	XVI
	Sönneken letter file: Miscellaneous letters from living correspondents
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	XVII
	Grey patterned cardboard box: Photographs, letters of recommendation, certificates;, library papers



	XXIII
	Yellow envelope: Duplicates of the Hölderlin work and manuscripts by others



	XXX
	Black extendable cardboard box: Philosophical works, fragments and letters



	XXIV
	Ernst Schoen (yellowy cardboard box with green edging)



	XXV
	Philosophical essays and critiques typewritten (blue folder)



	XXVI
	Long white cardboard box: Wolf Heinle



	XXVII
	Yellow envelope: Older letters from parents (probably after Switzerland)



	XXVIII
	Book box: Personal and business papers/stamps, certificates



	XXIX
	Small, yellow-brown envelope: Parents Summer 1921
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Miscellany

An old farmer’s pipe, amber mouthpiece, bowl studded with silver

Photographs: in the large bureau—middle compartment,	
small drawer at the bottom on the right






	Heinle brothers’ bequest
	in a large marbled rectangular
quite flat marbled cardboard box
which probably is in one of the cases



	Heinle brothers’ bequest
	several slim notebooks covered in stiff cardboard
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Catalogue of My Published Works

The publications listed here are as follows: his pseudonymous publications for the youth movement magazine Der Anfang [The Beginning]: Sleeping Beauty published in March 1911; The Free School Community from May 1911; the two-part Teaching and Evaluation from May–July 1913; Romanticism from June 1913; Thoughts on Gerhart Hauptmann’s Festival from August 1913; and Experience from October 1913.

Listed also: School Reform, A Cultural Movement, published in a Free Students’ publication on students and school reform in 1912; Moral Education in The Free School Community journal; Youth Was Silent, published in the journal Action in 1913; Aims and Methods of the Student-Pedagogic Groups at the Universities of the German Reich, published in a collection of papers from a student conference in 1914; Students’ Author Evenings published in The Student in 1914; and Erotic Education (On the Occasion of the Latest Students’ Author Evening in Berlin), which appeared in Action in 1914.
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Fig. 1.8

Gabriele Eckehard: The German Book in the Baroque Epoch Ullstein, Berlin

It is rare for collectors to present themselves to the public. They hope to be regarded as scholars, connoisseurs, if needs be as owners too, but very rarely as that what they above all are: lovers. Discretion appears to be their strongest side, frankness their weakest. When a great collector publishes the glorious catalogue of his treasures he may be displaying his collection, but only in the rarest cases does he display his genius for collecting. The present book provides a welcome exception from these rules. Without exactly being a catalogue, it showcases one of the most impressive private collections of German Baroque literature. Without exactly being a history of the mode of acquisition of the collection, it contains the impulses out of which it was built. Many love to speak of the “personal relationship” that a collector has to his things. Fundamentally this phrase appears rather designed to trivialize the attitude that it wants to recognize, placing it as tentative, as agreeably moody. It is misleading. + It would be better to characterize the community of genuine collectors as those who believe in chance, are worshippers of chance. Not only because they each know that they owe the best of their possessions to chance, but also because they themselves pursue the traces of chance in their riches, for they are physiognomists, who believe that everything that befalls their items, no matter how illogical, wayward or unnoticed, leaves its traces. These are the traces that they pursue: the expression of past events compensates them a thousandfold for the irrationality of events.—All this is said in order to indicate why it is not just the author of this work but also the collector who is honored, when we designate her a connoisseur of physiognomy. What she records about the binding, the printing mode, the conservation, the price and the distribution of the works with which she deals, are likewise many such transformations of coincidental fate into mimetic expression. To speak of books as she does is the prerogative of the collector. We hope that the example that is given here—right down to the layout and illustrations—is followed by many, unlike the few who preceded.++

Handwritten marginalia:

Top right:

The Lit World

VI, 23

6 June 1930

Handwritten amendments: “laudable” substituted for “welcome”

+ Collectors may be loony—though this in the sense of the French lunatique–according to the moods of the moon. They are playthings too, perhaps—but of a goddess—namely τυχη.

++ That amongst these few, though, the best—Karl Wohfskehl—is a lover of the Baroque shows that, for the true book collector, few similarly adequate objects of his love exist apart from precisely these books stemming from the German Baroque epoch.
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A page from Benjamin’s Paris address book of the 1930s.

The names listed here: Margarete Steffin, Mopsa Sternheim, Günther Stern, Ernst Schoen, Ruth Schwarz, Toet Sellier, Max Strauss, Jean Selz, Eliane Simon and Gershom Scholem.





2

Scrappy Paperwork

Collecting and Dispersal

For someone whose writings are as dispersed as mine, and for whom present conditions no longer allow the illusion that they will be gathered together again one day, it is a genuine endorsement to hear of a reader here and there, who has been able to make himself at home in my scraps of writings, in some way or another.

GB IV, p. 394

The card index marks the conquest of three-dimensional writing, and so presents an astonishing counterpoint to the three-dimensionality of script in its original form as rune or knot notation. (And today the book is already, as the present mode of scholarly production demonstrates, an outdated mediation between two different filing systems. For everything that matters is to be found in the card box of the researcher who wrote it, and the scholar studying it assimilates it into his own card index.)

SW 1, p. 456.

Even though Benjamin’s audience was not exactly small in the second half of the 1920s, the difficulties of existence as a freelance author were familiar to him: the necessity to secure money to live on; arising from this the imperative of lobbying editors and publishers; the merciless circuits of acquiring, executing, and delivering commissions; the impossibility of pursuing larger projects, because writing for subsistence money gobbled up all of his time. “Shameful hack paperwork” was the name he gave his commissions in a letter in September 1928, and he let it be known that even this was to be kept at a certain level in order that it not “revolt him.” He did not lack in opportunities to publish bad stuff, but he did lack the courage needed to write it, he claimed (GB III, p. 414). His reviewing and his work for radio are, therefore, not to be seen purely as chores. A tolerably stable system of public activity collapsed, prior indeed to February 1933, once the press and radio were brought under a new political line. In exile in France, the opportunities for earning an income reduced dramatically, even though Benjamin was capable of writing in the tongue of his host land. Indeed Paris of all places was the one place where he could barely procure the cost of living: “There are places where I could earn a minimal income, and places where I could live on a minimal income, but not a single place where these two conditions coincide” (Correspondence, p. 402). How could he ever finance the primary researches for the books on Baudelaire and the arcades, which, after all, could only be undertaken in the Bibliothèque Nationale? In a letter dated July 20, 1938, Benjamin told his acquaintance Kitty Marx-Steinschneider, a resident of Jerusalem, of the difficulties of engaging with a larger project after months of unstable existence and countless obstacles. “I got behind with my ongoing projects and this always led to more or less disjointed scribbling, which then kept me on the go again for quite some time” (Correspondence, p. 568)1.

The word “paperwork” indicates—as the formulation “income paperwork” (GB III, p. 414) makes clear—a certain disdain for the results of the work. “I had to make a start on something new, something quite different and was handicapped by journalistic-diplomatic scribbles” (GB III, p. 321), as he put it as early as January 1928, prior to the appearance of One-Way Street. Benjamin liked to describe those works that kept him from other work as “allotria.” In similar fashion, he used the term “scrap” (verzetteln): as “disperse,” “hack up,” “lose,” “waste”—regarding the scrap as a handicap or hindrance preventing him from making something new, working on something else, doing something “essential.” He used his last bit of money to amalgamate his books, which were split between Berlin and Paris, at Brecht’s house in Svendborg, “so as not to lose hold of my library by virtue of its being spread [Verzettelung] throughout Europe” (Correspondence, p. 450), as he told Gershom Scholem in July 1934. In January 1934, when he sent the manuscript of Berlin Childhood around 1900 to Hermann Hesse (who had praised One-Way Street highly), he bemoaned that fact that, owing to his distance from Germany and the powerlessness that it implied, he was abandoned to an editorial that “did not accommodate” the manuscript “under its title or author, but rather printed it in scraps as individual contributions to the newspaper supplements” (GB IV, p. 334). The counter-image to this, which was never actually achieved, would be something completed, concentrated, collected, and undivided. Berlin Childhood counted for Benjamin as scrapped. It was one of his “shattered books” (Correspondence, p. 512).2

Benjamin acknowledged with gratitude every effort to safeguard his manuscripts. He appreciated a bibliographic mention of his works, published by the historian and theologian Karl Thieme in a journal titled Religious Reflection: it was “a genuine endorsement to hear of a reader here and there, who has been able to make himself at home in my scraps of writings, in some way or another” (GB IV, p. 394). He saw himself “in a span of history and life,” as he explained to Scholem in February 1935, “in which the final collecting together of the infinite scraps of my production seems less conceivable, indeed more improbable than ever” (GB V, p. 47). It was impossible for him to gather the scraps together, but it is owing to his calculations and the conscientiousness of his friends, that the improbable was still possible after his death. His bequest bears witness to the dogged attempt to write under adverse conditions.

And it tells the story of an extraordinary writing project in which aestheticism and pragmatism are held in balance. Benjamin used the choicest materials. But to an increasing degree, his life situation made any luxury in his working conditions impossible. In exile, it would seem, economic need dictated that everything he got his hands on be used (or re-used): the reverse sides of letters sent to him, postcards or an invitation to review, library forms, travel tickets, proofs, an advertisement for “S. Pellegrino,” prescription pads discarded by his friend Fritz Fränkel, doctor and drug connoisseur (figs 2.3–2.9). The formats are fascinating: some scraps are no bigger than 4.5cm × 9cm. But Benjamin was able to utilize every last square millimeter. And he left behind a wealth of compressed sheets, notes, scraps, on which his great work unfolds richly detailed.

The structure of Benjamin’s bequest is not only indebted to necessity. It exhibits idiosyncrasies in its modes of production, peculiar methods of thought and writing. “An economy of scraps just like in my family,” a distant relation exclaimed recently on seeing Benjamin’s condensed notes. Benjamin wrote constantly. When an idea occurred to him he did not delay its writing down by seeking out the right piece of paper, but rather used the nearest suitable thing at hand. In this way key thoughts are fixed in passing, “scrawled down,” often on the margins of other works or directly interleaved in them (figs 2.10 and 2.11). And of course he knew the meaning of the concept “verzetteln” prevalent in library science or lexicography: “to excerpt,” “to disperse things that belong together into individual slips or into the form of a card index.”

The court library at Vienna introduced a card index catalog around 1780, because the bound catalog could not accommodate the flood of entries. Parish registers are entered on slips or even card, in order to be able to deploy the individual entries independently of the place of their transmission, and to be able to order them according to different criteria. Transfer to individual scraps or cards makes possible lexical projects such as the Goethe-Dictionary, which began to index the Weimar edition on slips of paper in 1946. Slips or their stronger sisters, index cards—of which the Journal for Organisation declared in 1929, “cards can do everything”—stand out because of their flexibility, and thus they represent modernity.

Benjamin recognized the artistic potential of this method of sorting: Mallarmé named as his own “a working instrument for poetry in the form of a card file” (SW 4, p. 117). In the section “Attested Auditor of Books”, in One-Way Street, Benjamin points out a revolution in the administration of knowledge. The present mode of scholarly production demonstrates that the book is already “an outdated mediation between two different filing systems”: “For everything that matters is to be found in the card box of the researcher who wrote it, and the scholar studying it assimilates it into his own card index” (SW I, p. 456). Benjamin repeatedly treated the elements of his text according to the principle of building blocks: he copied them out, cut them out, stuck them on new sheets of paper and arranged them anew, long before such procedures became established in electronic word-processing under the name “copy and paste”—and before the appearance of the German computer program Zettelwirtschaft [Paper Jumble], which was developed to order and re-order notes. Benjamin’s idea of composing a work entirely of quotations ensures that the material within the collection can remain mobile, elements can be shifted at will. At the outset all material is of equal value: knowledge that is organized in slips and scraps knows no hierarchy.







 

Figures

2.1 Types of Knowledge (1921)—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS VI, p. 48.

2.2 Language and Logic 1 (1921)—Manuscript, one side. Compare SW 1, p. 272.

2.3 and 2.4 Notes for Franz Kafka (1934)—Manuscript, one side, with reverse side (extract). Compare GS II.3, p. 1207.

2.5 and 2.6 Proust and Kafka. Notes for Franz Kafka (1934)—Manuscript, one side, with reverse side. Compare GS II.3, p. 1221.

2.7 What is Aura?—Manuscript, one side.

2.8 and 2.9 Bibliographic notes—Manuscript, one side, with reverse side. These bibliographical notes on a purchase voucher are probably connected to Benjamin’s montage of letters for the 150th anniversary of the French Revolution, which appeared in the journal Europe on July 15, 1939 under the title “Allemands de quatre-vingt-neuf.”

Itemized here are, amongst other things, the biography of Seume by Oskar Planer and Camillo Reißmann (1898), the books Biedermeier in Chains (1924) and Prohibited Literature from Classical Times to the Present (1925) by Heinrich Hubert Houben, Gustav Landauer’s Letters from the French Revolution, Herder’s Letters for the Advancement of Humanity, Benjamin’s “Introduction to Jochmann,” Correspondence by Georg Forster and a letter from Jochmann to Kant.

2.10 and 2.11 Note for On the Concept of History:
“Marx says that revolutions are the locomotives of world history. But perhaps it is quite different. Perhaps revolutions are what happens when the humanity travelling in this train snatches at the emergency brake.” (c. 1940)—Manuscript, one side, with reverse side. The reverse side appears to show calculations relating to the cost of a lunch. Compare GS 1.3, p. 1232.
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Types of Knowledge






	I
	The knowledge of truth



	 
	This does not exist. For truth is the death of intention



	II
	Redemptive knowledge



	 
	This is the knowledge that dawns with redemption, which is thereby completed But it is not the knowledge that precipitates redemption



	III
	Teachable knowledge



	 
	Its most significant form of appearance is banality



	IV
	Determining knowledge



	 
	There is knowledge that determines action. It is, however, not determining as a “motive,” but rather due to the force of its linguistic structure. The linguistic moment in morality is connected to knowledge. It is absolutely certain that this knowledge that determines action leads to silence. Therefore, as such, it is not teachable. This determining knowledge is closely related to the concept of Tao. This is in direct contradiction to knowledge in Socrates’ Doctrine of Virtue. While this is motivating for action, it does not determine those who act.



	V
	Knowledge from insight or perception



	 
	This type is highly enigmatic. In the region of knowledge, it is something that resembles the present in the region of time. It exists only as an ungraspable transition. From what to what? Between foreboding and the knowledge of truth.
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I

Sheet of paper has gone missing; must look for it at home. It contained:

1.The discussion of the concept of “system” and the doctrine of the extinguishing of intention in the truth, explained in terms of the veiled image of Sais.

2.Discussion of the concept of “essence” as the mark of truth.
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The Potemkin Story

The anecdote from Hamsun

The childhood photograph of Kafka

The little hunchback

The truth about Sancho Panza

Picture from the illustrated History of the Jews

Hasidic beggar story

The Next Village
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Fig. 2.4

Dr Fritz Fränkel
Medical Specialist for
Nervous and Mental
Illnesses
207 Kaiserallee,
West Berlin 15
Telephone: B5
Barbarossa 5312
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Proust and Kafka

There is something that Proust has in common with Kafka and who knows whether this can be found anywhere else. It is a matter of how they use “I.” When Proust, in his Recherche du temps perdu, and Kafka, in his diaries, use I, for both of them it is equally transparent, glassy. Its chambers have no local coloring; every reader can occupy it today and move out tomorrow. You can survey them and get to know them without having to be in the least attached to them. In these authors the subject adopts the protective coloring of the planet, which will turn grey in the coming catastrophes.
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	La vie antérieure
Les années profondes
Recueillement
	J’ai plus de souvenirs que





Redonnée [?]
The année profonde as
seat of mystical experience
and of spleen
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What is Aura?

The experience of aura rests on the transposition of a form of reaction normal in human society to the relationship of nature to people. The one who is seen or believes himself to be seen [glances up] answers with a glance. To experience the aura of an appearance or a being means becoming aware of its ability [to pitch] to respond to a glance. This ability is full of poetry. When a person, an animal, or something inanimate returns our glance with its own, we are drawn initially into the distance; its glance is dreaming, draws us after its dream. Aura is the appearance of a distance however close it might be. Words themselves have an aura; Kraus described this in particularly exact terms: “The closer one looks at a word, the greater the distance from which it returns the gaze.”

As much aura in the world as there is still dream in it. But the awakened eye does not lose the power of the glance, once the dream is totally extinguished in it. On the contrary: it is only then that the glance really penetrates. It ceases to resemble the glance of the loved one, whose eye, under the glance of the lover
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Fig. 2.9
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Fig. 2.10
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Fig. 2.11




 

1“Disjointed scribbling” is the Jacobsons’ translation of verzettelter Schreiberei, heading of this chapter. I have chosen “scrappy paperwork” instead.



2Translation amended (from “frustrated book projects”) to convey sense in this context.
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From Small to Smallest Details

Micrographies

Walter’s teeninesses do not allow my ambition to rest. I can do it too […]. As you see my writing is getting bigger again, a sign, I suppose, that I should stop writing such nonsense.

Dora Sophie Benjamin to Gershom Scholem, GB II, p. 198

I’ll bring with me a new manuscript—one, tiny, book—that will surprise you.

GB IV, p. 144

He who has once begun to open the fan of memory never comes to the end of its segments. No image satisfies him, for he has seen that it can be unfolded, and only in its folds does the truth reside—that image, that taste, that touch for whose sake all this has been unfurled and dissected; and now remembrance progresses from small to smallest details, from the smallest to the infinitesimal, while that which it encounters in these microcosms grows ever mightier.

SW 2:2, p. 597

Memory does this: lets the things appear small, compresses them. Land of the sailor.

Ms. 863v

For Benjamin, writing was not only a means of securing his thoughts, but also an object and theme of theoretical reflection. Perfect writing should flow as if from itself: “If the smoke from the tip of my cigarette and the ink from the nib of my pen flowed with equal ease, I would be in the Arcadia of my writing” (SW 1, p. 463). High-quality paper, particular pens, ink, and nibs, and, furthermore, specific spatial preconditions were important prerequisites for a non-resistant and smoothly running flow of writing. In a letter to Siegfried Kracauer, for example, Benjamin reports on the acquisition of a new fountain pen, an “enchanting creation, with which I can fulfill all my dreams and develop a productivity which was impossible in the days of the now desiccated—nib” (GB III, p. 262).

But in order to aid the cogitations in finding their way to an appropriate realization on paper, some resistance is necessary. The route from inspiration to thought to phrasing to writing is to be hindered. The writer, according to Benjamin, should keep the “pen aloof from inspiration,” and “it will then attract with magnetic power. The more circumspectly you delay writing down an idea, the more maturely developed it will be on surrendering itself” (SW 1, p. 458). Flow and delay must coincide, in order both to satisfy dreams and propose ideas.

Benjamin’s characteristically small handwriting, his graphic minimalism, which compelled him to concentration, deliberateness, and exactness, can be located within this context. His miniaturized script is reminiscent of Robert Walser’s “pencil system,” which he used to help him write again, once his abilities had dwindled. From 1924 Walser began “to jot in pencil, to sketch, to dilly-dally” (Walser, cited from Morlang, p. 58) his first intuitions, prior to writing his texts cleanly in pen. He tried to solve his “writer’s block” by a resistance-less pencil gliding on paper, forming quite blurred, almost illegible characters. Benjamin’s manuscripts, despite similarities in appearance, are the expression of a diametrically opposed method. While Walser learnt “to play, poeticize” once more (Walser, cited from Morlang, p. 58) in the small and the smallest details, attempting to unlock the open space of childish light-heartedness, so as to allow script and language to flow, for Benjamin it is a matter of the “placing” of script, the composition of thoughts. The small here is not childhood re-attained and imitated, but, rather, a product of adult reflection and concentration. Even in the choice of writing implement—Benjamin wrote mostly with a fountain pen—this other face of writing is expressed. Jean Selz recalls “such a small handwriting that he never found a pen that was fine enough, which forced him to write with the nib upside down” (Selz, p. 355)—such a posture in writing is directed against the stroke and flow of script.

The manuscripts in Benjamin’s bequest document how up until around 1917–1918 his writing was somewhat larger and using wider swings than in later periods. But it is not really possible to date his manuscripts from the size and style of the script. Benjamin’s handwriting does not develop in a uniform way. It varies. It is almost always precise and fine; even in notes that were intended only for his own eyes he rarely renounced “definition or accuracy” (Scholem, Benjamin, p. 177). In spite of the density of script, the compressing together of signs in the smallest space, he hardly ever wrote carelessly. The letters measure between one and around 7mm. Benjamin’s penchant for small script developed in particular in the 1920s. One example is a sharp polemic against Fritz von Unruh’s Wings of Nike (1925) titled “Peace Commodity,” which appeared on May 21, 1926 in the Literary World. With each letter measuring from one to 1.5mm, the fair copy is difficult to decipher with the naked eye (fig. 3.1). The same is true of an early draft of The Arcades of Paris (1928/1929), which Benjamin jotted on a sheet of fine handmade paper of an exceptionally lengthy format and folded in the middle (fig. 3.2). The 22cm of sheet allowed him to write eighty-one lines. Scholem has already noted Benjamin’s “never-realized ambition to get a hundred lines onto an ordinary sheet of notepaper” (Scholem, “Benjamin,” p. 177) and reports on how his fascination was aroused by two grains of wheat in the Museum Cluny in Paris, “on which a kindred soul had inscribed the complete ‘Shema Israel’” (Scholem, “Benjamin,” p. 177). In many cases it looks as if he intended to completely cover the page with writing (fig. 3.3). On the other hand, “giant letters” can be found in Benjamin’s hand too (GB II, p. 446). Some letters and work manuscripts are even composed within “normal” dimensions. But these are exceptions.

Like Walser, Benjamin is an aesthetician of the written sheet; the manuscript should appeal to the eye as a textual image. The manuscript of the gloss Dream Kitsch, a “short consideration of the Surrealists” (GB III, p. 116), from 1925, which Benjamin thought was too difficult to be published in the Literary World, is remarkable both for the small size of the writing and for the format of the sheet: the text, which is separated into narrow columns, is strikingly reminiscent of a newspaper layout (fig. 3.4). The visual aspects of a manuscript of an early sonnet on the death of Christoph Friedrich Heinle (1894–1914) convey an expression of the contents. In the contrast between the small script and the size of the sheet, Benjamin’s grief at the loss of his friend, and the loneliness and abandonment of those left behind, is graspable in the form of an image (fig. 3.5).

The spatial density of what is written corresponds to the economy of expression, a precise, laconic style. In this is expressed an ethic of “creative modesty typical of the person who lives wholly inside his subject and who is utterly incapable of viewing it complacently from the outside” (SW 1:1, p. 131).

Benjamin’s small handwriting acts as a restriction, but with positive intent—for the writer as much as for the reader. Just as the writer is forced to attend to each letter, so too for those who are addressed “this objectionable writing style is like nothing else an expression of my most friendly disposition” (GB II, p. 399). But it is not simply an expression of this ethos, but also a claim to it and on it. Benjamin expects of readers such a great deal of concentration and effort that they might well object. He places objects in the way of a too rapid reading. But finally (also) in return he promises objects that impel readers to new thought. Benjamin’s micrographies do not open up to casual readings—and he self-consciously inscribed in them recognition of their magnitude and significance.

Benjamin had a predilection for “the unassuming, the tiny, and the playful” (SW 2:1, p. 114). The world of experiences and things familiar to childhood, including his own memory of these, apparently trivial and marginal themes, the small format of the gloss, thesis, miniatures, puzzles, reports, and aphorisms—all these are manifestations of the small thematized over and over again in Benjamin’s work. In these Benjamin achieves his ambition “to present in the briefest literary utterance something complete in itself” (Scholem, “Benjamin,” p. 177). His aesthetic of the small is aimed at the particular, which “carries the whole in miniature form” (GS III, p. 51). Only “in the analysis of the small individual moment” might the “crystal of the total event” be discovered (AP, p. 461).

On June 9, 1926 Benjamin wrote to Jula Radt-Cohn: “You will see that—starting about a week ago, I have once more entered a period of small writing, in which, even after long intervals, I always find some kind of home again, and into which I should like to entice you. If you perceive this little box as homely, then nothing should prevent you from becoming its Princess. (You do know the ‘New Melusine’, don’t you?)” (GB III, p. 171). In Goethe’s fairytale The New Melusine, an allegorical tale in William Meister’s Journeyman Years, the magic box harbors a wonderful realm that has shrunk to a miniature, and is constantly exposed to the dangers of ruin and disappearance. Just as an air of secrecy and fragility surrounds the casket in Goethe, so too Benjamin’s tiny handwriting appears enigmatic and fragile. It bars the reader from direct access to what is written, and initially it can only be experienced sensuously, through the expressive power of the writing’s image; only once it has been deciphered can its contents unfurl. Like the casket it preserves something precious, which disguises itself in the form of a miniature. It parades “the pantomime of the entire nature and existence of mankind, in microcosmic form” (SW 2:1, p. 134).







 

Figures

3.1 Peace Commodity (1926). Critique of Fritz von Unruh’s Wings of Nike (1925)—Manuscript, three sides; shown here, page 1. Compare GS III, pp. 23–5.

3.2 Draft of The Arcades of Paris (c. 1928/1929)—Manuscript on one double page; shown here, page 1. Compare AP, pp. 873–6.

3.3 Draft of “Moscow” (c. spring 1927)—Manuscript, one side.

The manuscript contains drafts for the article “Moscow,” published in the journal Die Kreatur in 1927. Benjamin was in Moscow from December 1926 until February 1927, having traveled there in order to visit the Latvian director Asja Lacis, who had fled to the Soviet capital for political reasons and was recuperating in a sanatorium following an illness. Benjamin recorded striking experiences and impressions of his visit in his Moscow Diary, which he also used as the basis of his article. The notes depicted here relay observations on Moscow city life—lively descriptions of traffic, the Kremlin, street traders, and the proletarian quarter with its youth groups.

3.4 Dream Kitsch: Gloss on Surrealism (c. 1925)—Manuscript, two sides; shown here, page 1. Compare SW 2:1, pp. 3–5.

3.5 Sonnet, untitled. From the cycle of 73 sonnets on the death of Christoph Friedrich Heinle—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS VII.1, p. 56.

3.6 Letter to Florens Christian Rang from 27 January 1923—Manuscript, two sides; shown here, page 1. Compare GB II, pp. 309f.

3.7 Language and Logic II (1921)—Manuscript, two sides; shown here, page 1. Compare SW 1, pp. 272–3.
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            Peace Commodity
      “Leafing through your volumes!”

From 1920 to 1923, in Rome, in Zurich, in Paris—in short, whatever place outside of German soil one might have happened to land upon—German products could be found for half the price that one would usually have paid for the same goods abroad, or indeed in Germany itself. Poorly assembled goods for an impoverished population who were no longer capable of normal consumption were thrown into the dumping ground of the inflation era, placed on the European market as “peace commodities” at bargain prices. Around that time the barriers began to lift again and the traveling salesman set off on tour. One had to live on clearance sales and the higher the dollar rose, the greater was the circulation of export goods. At the height of the catastrophe it included intellectual and cultural goods too. For, even if the financial benefit was smaller, turnover raised the prestige of the entrepreneur. The Kantian idea of eternal peace—long undeliverable in a spiritually bankrupt Germany—was right in the first ranks of those spiritual export articles. Uncheckable in its manufacture, a slow seller for the previous ten years, it was available at unbeatable prices. It was a heaven-sent opportunity to smooth the way for more serious export. No thought was given to the genuine quality of its peace. Immanuel Kant’s raw, homemade weave of thought had indeed proven itself to be highly durable, but it did not appeal to a broader public. It was necessary to take account of the modern taste of bourgeois democracy. The cloth of the peace flag was tie-dyed, its white, threadbare weave brightly patterned and, given all the signs and symbols, it was difficult—this will be found to be corroborated—for the green of hope to stand out from the bellicose red of the lobster, the blue of faithfulness from the drab brown of the roast turkey. In such a form this renovated weave of a pacifism in all the colors of the world’s ways—which was sated in other ways too—was to be unveiled before the international public. And just as one expects that the simplest apprentice can throw out, fold, and prepare the bales of cloth according to the rules, so too the gentleman who markets this gaily colored pile, for good or for evil, has to drape himself in the colors of the universe and hold in front of the customer’s nose the world of God which he sells in pieces. All that was necessary was to find the traveling salesman who also had at his immediate disposal the required vim of gesticulation, such as has the journalist with his triply loosened wrist and pen. That the reserve lieutenant was formerly popularly perceived as a traveling salesman is well known. He was easily imported into “better circles.” This is also thoroughly true of Mr von Unruh, who, in 1922, as a traveling salesman going from city to city for eternal peace, processed the Paris position. Of course—and this was accordingly so apt that Mr von Unruh himself bridled at moments—his import into French circles some years ago at Verdun did not occur without furore, not without commotion, not without the spilling of blood. Be that as it may, the report that he presents—Wings of Nike: The Book of a Journey—implies that his contact with his customer base has persisted, even when he presented for inspection peace commodities rather than heavy munitions. It is not equally as certain whether it can be assured that the publication of this travel journal—a list of his customers and done deals—is of use to the broader course of business. For barely had it occurred before the commodity began to be returned from Paris.

In any case it is extremely instructive to examine Mr von Unruh’s pacifism more closely. Since the supposed convergence of the moral idea and that of right, on whose presupposition the European proof of the Kantian gospel of peace rested, began to disconnect in the mind of the nineteenth century, German “peace” has pointed more and more to metaphysics as the place of its foundation. The German image of peace emanates from metaphysics. In contrast to this it has long been observed that the idea of peace in West European democracies is a thoroughly worldly, political, and, in the final instance, juristically justifiable one. Pax is for them the ideal of international law. To this corresponds, in practical terms, the instrument of the arbitration court and its treaties. The great moral conflict of an unlimited and reinforced right to peace with an equitable peace, the diverse ways in which this theme has been instrumentalized in the course of history, are not up for discussion in Mr von Unruh’s pacifism, just as indeed the world-historical events of this hour remain unaddressed. And “in terms of the philosophical politics of France”—Florens Christian Rang analyzed them for the Germans (in his final work German Shelters, the most truthful critique of war and post-war literature and one of the greatest political works ever, and of which out of the entire German daily press only the Frankfurter Zeitung took note in any sort of adequate fashion): its rigor matched by its humanity, its precision detracting not in the least from its depth—here, though, “philosophical politics” fuses in Unruh’s pathos with idealistic waffle. “Tout action de l’esprit est aisée si elle n’est plus soumise au réel”—that is how Proust phrases the old truth. Mr von Unruh has heroically wrestled himself free from reality. In any case, the great formal dinners are the only international facts that his new pacifism takes into account. His new international is hatched in the peace of the communal digestion and the gala menu is the magna carta of the future peace of nations. And just as a cocky sidekick might smash a valuable vessel at a love feast, so the thin terminology of the Königsberg philosopher dispatches to the devil with the kick of a jackboot, and what remains is the innerness of the heavenly eye in its attractive alcoholic glassiness. The image of the gifted blabbermouth with a teary look, as Shakespeare alone could capture!—The great prose of all evangelists of peace spoke of war. To stress one’s own love of peace is always the close concern of those who have instigated war. But he who wants peace should speak of war. He should speak of the past one (is he not called Fritz von Unruh,1 the one thing about which he would remain silent), and, above all, he should speak of the coming one. He should speak of its threatening plotters, its powerful causes, its terrifying means. And yet this would be perhaps the only discourse against which the salons, which allowed Mr von Unruh entry, remain completely hermetically sealed? The much pleaded peace, which is already in existence, proves, when seen by daylight, to be the one—the only “eternal,” known to us—which those enjoy who have commanded in war and who wish to set the tone at the peace party. For this is what Mr von Unruh has become too. “Woe” his Cassandra-like gobbledegook clamors over all who have realized at the correct moment—that is roughly between the fish and the roast—that “inner conversion” is the only acceptable revolt and that the
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“In speaking of the inner boulevards,” says the Illustrated Guide to Paris, a complete picture of the city on the Seine and its environs from the year 1852, “we have made mention again and again of the arcades which open onto them. These arcades, a recent invention of industrial luxury, are glass-roofed, marble-paneled corridors extending through whole blocks of buildings, whose owners have joined together for such enterprises. Lining both sides of these corridors, which get their light from above, are the most elegant shops, so that the arcade is a city, a world in miniature, in which customers will find everything they need. During sudden rainshowers, the arcades are a place of refuge for the unprepared, to whom they offer a secure, if restricted, promenade—one from which the merchants also benefit.” The customers are gone, along with those taken by surprise. Rain brings in only the poorer clientele without waterproof or mackintosh. These were spaces for a generation of people who knew little of the weather and who, on Sundays, when it snowed, would rather warm themselves in the winter gardens than go out skiing. Glass before its time, premature iron: it was one single line of descent—arcades, winter gardens with their lordly palms, and railroad stations, which cultivated the false orchid “adieu” with its fluttering petals. They have long since given way to the hangar. And today, it is the same with the human material on the inside of the arcades as with the materials of their construction. Pimps are the iron bearings of this street, and its glass breakables are the whores. Here was the last refuge of those infant prodigies that saw the light of day at the time of the world exhibitions: the briefcase with interior lighting, the meter-long pocket knife, or the patented umbrella handle with built-in watch and revolver. And near the degenerate giant creatures, aborted and broken-down matter. We followed the narrow dark corridor to where—between a discount bookstore, in which colorful tied-up bundles tell of all sorts of failure, and a shop selling only buttons (mother-of-pearl and the kind that in Paris are called de fantaisie)—there stood a sort of salon. On a pale-colored wallpaper full of figures and busts shone a gas lamp. By its light, an old woman sat reading. They say she has been there alone for years, and collects sets of teeth “in gold, in wax, and broken.” Since that day, moreover, we know where Doctor Miracle got the wax out of which he fashioned Olympia. They are the true fairies of these arcades (more salable and more worn than the life-sized ones): the formerly world-famous Parisian dolls, which revolved on their musical socle and bore in their arms a doll-sized basket out of which, at the salutation of the minor chord, a lambkin poked its curious muzzle.

All this is the arcade in our eyes. And it was nothing of all this. They <the arcades> radiated through the Paris of the Empire like grottoes. For someone entering the Passage des Panoramas in 1817, the sirens of gaslight would be singing to him on one side, while oil-lamp odalisques offered enticements from the other. With the kindling of electric lights, the irreproachable glow was extinguished in these galleries, which suddenly became more difficult to find—which wrought a black magic at entranceways, and peered from blind windows into their own interior. It was not decline but transformation. All at once, they were the hollow mold from which the image of “modernity” was cast. Here, the century mirrored with satisfaction its most recent past. Here was the retirement home for infant prodigies …

When, as children, we were given those great encyclopedic works World and Mankind, New Universe, The Earth, wouldn’t our gaze always fall, first of all, on the color illustration of a “Carboniferous Landscape” or on “Lakes and Glaciers of the First Ice Age”? Such an ideal panorama of a barely elapsed primeval age opens up when we look through the arcades that are found in all cities. Here resides the last dinosaur of Europe, the consumer. On the walls of these caverns, their immemorial flora, the commodity, luxuriates and enters, like cancerous tissue, into the most irregular combinations. A world of secret affinities: palm tree and feather duster, hair dryer and Venus de Milo, prosthesis and letter-writing manual come together here as after a long separation. The odalisque lies in wait next to the inkwell, priestesses raise aloft ashtrays like patens. These items on display are a rebus; and <how> one ought to read here the birdseed kept in the fixative-pan from a darkroom, the flower seeds beside the binoculars, the broken screws atop the musical score, and the revolver above the goldfish bowl—is right on the tip of one’s tongue. After all, nothing of the lot appears to be new. The goldfish come perhaps from a pond that dried up long ago, the revolver will have been a corpus delicti, and these scores could hardly have preserved their previous owner from starvation when her last pupils stayed away.

Never trust what writers say about their own writings. When Zola undertook to defend his Thérèse Raquin against hostile critics, he explained that his book was a scientific study of the temperaments. His task had been to show, in an example, exactly how the sanguine and the nervous temperaments act on one another—to the detriment of each. But this explanation could satisfy no one. Nor does it explain the unprecedented admixture of colportage, the bloodthirstiness, the cinematic goriness of the action. Which—by no accident—takes place in an arcade. If this book really expounds something scientifically, then it’s the death of the Paris arcades, the decay of a type of architecture. The book’s atmosphere is saturated with the poisons of this process, and its people are destroyed by them.

One knew of places in ancient Greece where the way led down into the underworld. Our waking existence likewise is a land which, at certain hidden points, leads down into the underworld—a land full of inconspicuous places from which dreams arise. All day long, suspecting nothing, we pass them by, but no sooner has sleep come than we are eagerly groping our way back to lose ourselves in the dark corridors. By day, the labyrinth of urban dwellings resembles consciousness; the arcades (which are galleries leading into the city’s past) issue unremarked onto the streets. At night, however, under the tenebrous mass of the houses, their denser darkness bursts forth like a threat, and the nocturnal pedestrian hurries past—unless, that is, we have emboldened him to turn into the narrow lane.

Falser colors are possible in the arcades; that combs are red and green surprises no one. Snow White’s stepmother had such things, and when the comb did not do its work, the beautiful apple was there to help out—half red, half poison-green, like cheap combs. Everywhere stockings play a starring role. Now they are lying under phonographs, across the way in a stamp shop; another time on the side table of a tavern, where they are watched over by a girl. And again in front of the stamp shop opposite, where, between the envelopes with various stamps in refined assortments, manuals of an antiquated art of life are lovelessly dispensed—Secret Embraces and Maddening Illusions, introductions to outmoded vices and discarded passions. The shop windows are covered with vividly colored Epinal-style posters, on which Harlequin betroths his daughter, Napoleon rides through Marengo, and, amid all types of standard artillery pieces, delicate English burghers travel the high road to hell and the forsaken path of the Gospel. No customer ought to enter this shop with preconceived ideas; on leaving, he will be the more content to take home a volume: Malebranche’s Recherche de la vérité, or Miss Daisy: The Journal of an English Equestrienne.

To the inhabitants of these arcades we are pointed now and then by the signs and inscriptions which multiply along the walls within, where here and there, between the shops, a spiral staircase rises into darkness. The signs have little in common with the nameplates that hang beside respectable entryways but are reminiscent of plaques on the cages at zoos, put there to indicate not so much the dwelling place as the origin and species of the captive animals. Deposited in the letters of the metal or enameled signboards is a precipitate of all the forms of writing that have ever been in use in the West. “Albert at No. 83” will be a hairdresser, and “Theatrical Tights” will probably be silk tights, pink and light blue, for young chanteuses and ballerinas; but these insistent letterings want to say something more, something different. Collectors of curiosities in the field of cultural history have in their secret drawer broadsheets of a highly paid literature which seem, at first sight, to be commercial prospectuses or theatrical bills, and which squander dozens of different alphabets in disguising an open invitation. These dark enameled signs bring to mind the baroque lettering on the cover of obscene books.—Recall the origin of the modern poster. In 1861, the first lithographic poster suddenly appeared on walls here and there around London. It showed the back of a woman in white who was thickly wrapped in a shawl and who, in all haste, had just reached the top of a flight of stairs, where, her head half turned and a finger upon her lips, she is ever so slightly opening a heavy door to reveal the starry sky. In this way Wilkie Collins advertised his latest book, one of the greatest detective novels ever written, The Woman in White. Still color<less>, the first drops of a shower of letters ran down the walls of houses (today it pours unremittingly, day and night, on the big cities) and was greeted like the plagues of Egypt.—Hence the anxiety we feel when, crowded out by those who actually make purchases, wedged between overloaded coatstands, we read at the bottom of the spiral staircase: “Institut de Beauté du Professeur Alfred Bitterlin.” And the “Fabrique de Cravates au Deuxième”—Are there really neckties there or not? (“The Speckled Band” from Sherlock Holmes?) Of course, the needlework will have been quite inoffensive, and all the imagined horrors will be classified objectively in the statistics on tuberculosis. As a consolation, these places are seldom lacking institutes of hygiene. There gladiators wear orthopedic belts, and bandages are wrapped round the white bellies of mannequins. Something induces the owner of the shop to circulate among them on a frequent basis.—Many are the aristocrats who know nothing of the Almanach de Gotha: “Mme. de Consolis, Ballet Mistress—Lessons, Classes, Numbers.” “Mme. de Zahna, Fortuneteller.” And if, sometime in the mid-Nineties, “we had” asked for a prediction, surely it would have been: the decline of a culture.
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Dream Kitsch
Gloss on Surrealism

No one really dreams any longer of the Blue Flower. Whoever awakes as Heinrich von Ofterdingen today must have overslept. The history of the dream remains to be written, and opening up a perspective on this subject would mean decisively overcoming the superstitious belief in natural necessity by means of historical illumination. Dreaming has a share in history. The statistics on dreaming would stretch beyond the pleasures of the anecdotal landscape into the barrenness of a battlefield. Dreams have started wars, and wars, from the very earliest times, have determined the propriety and impropriety—indeed, the range—of dreams.

No longer does the dream reveal a blue horizon. The dream has grown gray. The gray coating of dust on things is its best part. Dreams are now a shortcut to banality. Technology consigns the outer image of things to a long farewell, like banknotes that are bound to lose their value. It is then that the hand retrieves this outer cast in dreams and, even as they are slipping away, makes contact with familiar contours. It catches hold of objects at their most threadbare and timeworn point. This is not always the most delicate point: children do not so much clasp a glass as snatch it up. And which side does an object turn toward dreams? What point is its most decrepit? It is the side worn through by habit and patched with cheap maxims. The side which things turn toward the dream is kitsch.

Chattering, the fantasy images of things fall to the ground like leaves from a Leporello picture book, The Dream. Maxims shelter under every leaf: “Ma plus belle maîtresse c’est la paresse,” and “Une médaille vernie pour le plus grand ennui,” and “Dans le corridor il y a quelqu’un qui me veut à la mort.” The Surrealists have composed such lines, and their allies among the artists have copied the picture book. Répétitions is the name that Paul Eluard gives to one of his collections of poetry, for whose frontispiece Max Ernst has drawn four small boys. They turn their backs to the reader, to their teacher and his desk as well, and look out over a balustrade where a balloon hangs in the air. A giant pencil rests on its point in the windowsill. The repetition of childhood experience gives us pause: when we were little, there was as yet no agonized protest against the world of our parents. As children in the midst of that world, we showed ourselves superior. When we reach for the banal, we take hold of the good along with it—the good that is there (open your eyes) right before you.

For the sentimentality of our parents, so often distilled, is good for providing the most objective image of our feelings. The long-windedness of their speeches, bitter as gall, has the effect of reducing us to a crimped picture puzzle; the ornament of conversation was full of the most abysmal entanglements. Within is heartfelt sympathy, is love, is kitsch. “Surrealism is called upon to reestablish dialogue in its essential truth. The interlocutors are freed from the obligation to be polite. He who speaks will develop no theses. But in principle, the reply cannot be concerned for the self-respect of the person speaking. For in the mind of the listener, words and images are only a springboard.” Beautiful sentiments from Breton’s Surrealist Manifesto. They articulate the formula of the dialogic misunderstanding—which is to say, of what is truly alive in the dialogue. “Misunderstanding” is here another word for the rhythm with which the only true reality forces its way into the conversation. The more effectively a man is able to speak, the more successfully he is misunderstood.

In his Vague de rêves [Wave of Dreams], Louis Aragon describes how the mania for dreaming spread over Paris. Young people believed they had come upon one of the secrets of poetry, whereas in fact they did away with poetic composition, as with all the most intensive forces of that period. Saint-Pol-Roux, before going to bed in the early morning, puts up a notice on his door: “Poet at work.”—This all in order to blaze a way into the heart of things abolished or superseded, to decipher the contours of the banal as rebus, to start a concealed William Tell from out of wooded entrails, or to be able to answer the question, “Where is the bride?” Picture puzzles, as schemata of the dreamwork, were long ago discovered by psychoanalysis. The Surrealists, with a similar conviction, are less on
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When I begin a song

It sticks

And if I become aware of you

It is an illusion

And thus love wanted you

Humble and small

So that I win you

With being alone

Therefore you slipped from me

Until I learnt

Only flawless petitions

Betray nature

And only enraptured steps

The eternal trace.

   blessed
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              Sanatorium
   and Convalescence Home
in Breitenstein at Semmering

   Interurb. Telephone no.1
Breitenstein January 27, 1923

Dear Christian


I have nothing good to report this time. Wolf Heinle’s wife has written to me from Göttingen to inform me that the doctor gave up on him after the last examination and the end may burst in at any time. The latter is, of course, uncertain and so I do not know whether transportation to Sülzheim to the hospital, where Helmuth was, a transportation that was indeed planned recently, has been carried out after all, the more so as Heinle’s wife must have completely exhausted herself through caring for him. I have written a letter asking the doctor about this and all further particulars. The diagnosis states that the lung disease is advanced, on the one hand, and, on the other, the tuberculous inflammation of the heart sac has fully sapped his energy. In this situation it is fairly irrelevant that now there is a chance of means for Wolf Heinle to undergo his first Swiss cure. Of course we will pursue this further, but at the moment it is a matter of not leaving Heinle without his due and, if necessary, support, in these days, which are probably his last. This moves me, as you requested I do in such a case, to relate these details to you, just as I have written to Kolbe and in the last few days I myself have sent 100,000 krone from here. I am sure you will understand these lines correctly. Should you need him, Professor Kolbe, 7 Von der Heydt Street, West Berlin, is, as before, at your disposal.

And so it seems as if there is well-nigh no good news at all to be expected from whatever corner of Germany. Most of my correspondents have left me completely in the lurch. In a certain respect we are quite glad of our isolation here, however not untroubled, as we have been greatly disturbed in the last few days by Stefan’s minor but unfamiliar and painful ailments. Since this morning things seem to be somewhat better. Dora has put on a lot of weight, but there still needs to be much more improvement in her bodily state, as well as that of her nerves. We have not heard [from] the Gutkinds in a long time. Well now, how are you and yours? Above all
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II


… and so the characteristics of human beings are to be counterpoised as alien to one another, and so the harmony of the spheres resounds from their orbits, which do not come into contact with one another. Every essential being is a sun and relates to beings like itself, as suns in fact relate to one another. This also applies in the realm of philosophy, which is the only realm in which the truth becomes manifest, namely with a sound like music. And this is the harmonic concept of truth, which we must acquire so that the false quality of watertightness that characterizes its delusion vanishes from the authentic concept, the concept of truth. The truth is not watertight. Much that we expect to find in it slips through the net.

The relation of these things to the forms of a system remains to be investigated. See, too, the “veiling power of knowledge” in the notes to “The New Melusine.”

The relation between concepts—and this relation governs the sphere of knowledge—is one of subsumption. The lower concepts are contained in the higher ones—that is to say, in one sense or another what is known loses its autonomy for the sake of what it is known as. In the sphere of essences, the higher does not devour the lower. Instead, it rules over it. This explains why the regional separation between them, their disparateness, remains as irreducible as the gulf between monarch and people. The legitimacy that characterizes their relations possesses canonical validity for the relation between the unity of essence and the multiplicity of essences. (The unity of essence is of the same kind as the essence of whose multiplicity we are speaking. But it is not the unity of the essences.) The relation between monarch and people makes very clear that in the sphere of essence questions of legitimacy are questions of authenticity and ultimately of origins. In this context, the question of origins is quite different from the pseudo-question of origins in the relations between concept and subconcept. For here the derivation is an illusion, since the mode and number of specifics of the concept that occur in the subconcept are a matter of chance. In contrast, every essence possesses from the outset a limited—and moreover determinate—multiplicity of essences, which do not derive from the unity in a deductive sense but are empirically assigned to it as the condition of its representation and articulation. The essential unity reigns over a multiplicity of essences in which it manifests itself, but from which it always remains distinct. A thoroughgoing system of control of this sort can be called the integration of manifestations into systems of multiple essences.

The multiplicity of languages is such a plurality of essences. The doctrine of the mystics concerning the degeneration of the true language stands on false ground if it bases its argument on the dissolution into many languages. That multiplicity would simply amount to the contradiction of a primordial and God-willed unity, but the multiplicity of languages is not the product of decadence any more than is the multiplicity of peoples, and indeed is so far removed from any such decay that we might be justified in asserting that this multiplicity expresses their essential character. Therefore, this doctrine should not focus on the dissolution into many languages as the primary issue, but, rather, must speak of the fact that the integral power to rule becomes increasingly impotent.




 

1Unruh means “unrest” in German.
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Physiognomy of the Thingworld

Russian Toys

Benjamin’s deep, inner relationship to things he owned—books, works of art, or handcrafted items, often of rustic construction—was evident. For as long as I knew him, even during my last visit with him in Paris, he loved to display such objects, to put them into his visitors’ hands, as he mused over them aloud like a pianist improvising at the keyboard. […] In the twenties he was apt to offer philosophical reflections as he brought forth a toy for his son.

Scholem, Walter Benjamin: The Story of a Friendship, p. 47.

Toy is handtool—not artwork.

Ms. 604

On February 23, 1927 Benjamin wrote to Siegfried Kracauer: “A lovely collection of photos (toys of Russian origin) should now have reached you in Frankfurt. I am offering them to the Illustriertes Blatt” (Moscow Diary, p. 129). Almost three years later the essay on “Russian Toys” was published, not there, but in the South West German Radio Gazette—in a “cut version” as Benjamin noted on his proof copy (fig. 4.17). Included with it were six photographs referred to in the text and taken from the “lovely collection” that has been preserved amongst Benjamin’s papers. The essay and the images in this little collection transported the toys across “Russian borders” (GS IV.2, p. 624) to bring them closer to a German readership. They offered samples from a material culture, a thingworld, which Benjamin had got to known during his stay in Moscow in December 1926 and January 1927.

The inclusion of images changes the status of the text, prompting a reciprocal effect. The interplay of text, documentary images, and image captions was an important element of the publication for Benjamin. This is demonstrated by notes on the Russian toys and the photo captions, found in the bequest (Mss 602–607). More explicitly than in the shortened essay (whose manuscript has not survived), they deal with the physiognomic aspects of the toy world.

Four of the six photographs reproduced in the South West German Radio Gazette were retouched before they appeared in print, as a glance at the originals makes clear. By airbrushing and the imposition of a stencil, the background is neutralized, in order to excerpt the objects from the surroundings, allowing them to emerge more clearly.

During his stay in Moscow—Benjamin traveled to the Soviet Union in order to visit his girlfriend Asja Lacis (1891–1979)—he visited the Kustarny Museum (for regional art), which held in its larger room a collection of Russian toys, predominantly from the nineteenth century. Benjamin organized for the photographing of objects that especially interested him. A shop where children’s toys could be purchased was attached to the museum. Moscow Diary also relates an excursion to Sergiev, a center for toy manufacture about 70km from the capital, where Benjamin bought toys. He was a connoisseur and passionate collector. The small decorated sewing machine (fig. 4.2) and the spherical samovar colored like an apple (fig. 4.3) were acquired in Moscow, as he noted in his diary (compare Moscow Diary, p. 83 and p. 68). None of his colorful toy collection is extant in the archive. The photos—the reduced stock remaining in the bequest—represent a residue. They are traces of disappearance.

Traditional Russian toys themselves—according to Benjamin’s observation at the end of his essay—also adopt the form of a residue. They are witnesses to a disappearing folk culture, manufactured in a peasant cottage industry, which is under threat. Benjamin says it explicitly of the clay dolls from the north of Russia: their “highly fragile condition” (Moscow Diary, p. 124) in material terms corresponds to the fragility of their whole existence. This brightly colored clay toy has been rescued by collections, has “found a safe asylum” in the museum (Moscow Diary, p. 124). Technological-industrial development renders uncertain how long it can survive outside the museum’s cabinets.

Three sheets are found in Benjamin’s bequest with information in Russian on eleven toys, signed by N[ikolaj Dmitrievič] Bartram (1873–1931 [1934?]), the director of the Moscow Toy Museum (fig 4.13). These notes were in front of Benjamin when he wrote the captions on the reverse of the photos (unusually for him in Latin script). But only part of his captions stem from “a German translation of Bartram’s notes” (GS IV.2, p. 1051). The more expansive Russian notes refer to a large degree to toys that are not amongst those photographed in Benjamin’s bequest. These could be toys belonging to the museum, of which Benjamin might have ordered photos but which he did not receive (compare Moscow Diary, p. 120).

The captions for the images name the objects; they locate them regionally, socially, and temporally; provide data on their provenance (e.g. “Governorate of Vladimir” or “Viatka Doll”), on their political and social origin (“Peasant work,” “Work of Siberian prisoners”) and the age of the toy. The names of artists or makers are not given. There are details of the material composition and the technique of manufacture, also the size, the noise or sound it makes, and, on one occasion, the color (which the photo sadly cannot convey). The straw doll (fig. 4.8) reminds Benjamin of a cultic-fetishistic context, the magical or religious function, which similar objects once possessed. The reference to the simplification of the Viatka doll (fig. 4.4), which allows the horse and the rider to merge into one another—“with the horse’s head and neck already gone” (SW 2:2, p. 814)—reveals Benjamin’s physiognomically attuned look.

Two photos in the bequest do not have captions. These show a festive pyramidal arrangement of toys, books, and candles (figs. 4.14 and 4.15). The construction, or the whole table, was turned 180 degrees for the second image, in order to record the reverse side. We see Russian toys depicted and are able to recognize the drummers and the Viatka dolls once more. It is to be assumed that Benjamin owned these toys—the sewing machine and the samovar. Under what conditions these photos were made is less clear. Christmas in Moscow? Is it a table of gifts for Daga, the daughter of Asja Lacis, who was born in 1919? We do not know. It is also not known what Stefan Benjamin received from his father, when he returned with toys from Moscow. We do know of other presents, given two years earlier: “Yesterday, on the first night of Hanukkah, Stefan received a train set, as well as a splendid Indian costume, one of the most beautiful toys to have come on the market in a long time: colorful feather headdresses, axes, chains. Since someone else happened to give him an African mask for the same occasion, this morning I saw him dancing toward me in a grandiose getup” (Correspondence, p. 258).







 

Figures

4.1 Moscow Diary (December 9, 1926–February 1, 1927). Benjamin has obliterated the title Moscow Diary and replaced it with Spanish Journey.—Manuscript, eleven double and six single sheets; shown here, page 1. Compare Moscow Diary, p. 9.

4.2 to 4.12 Photographs of Russian toys with Benjamin’s captions.

4.13 Nikolai Dmitrievic Bartram, “Notes on Russian Toys” (January 30, 1927)—Manuscript, three sides; shown here, page 1.

The first page of the Russian notes by Nikolaj Dmitrievič Bartram contains information about the playthings in figs 4.5, 4.6, and 4.10 of this book: N1 provides information on the “furniture set for a doll’s house” that was made out of tiny pieces of wood between 1860–1880 by Siberian prisoners. “Bacchus on a billy-goat” (N2) is made of papier mâché. According to Bartram it was manufactured in Moscow around 1907 and is situated in the Moscow Toy Museum. The “horsey” described in N3 measured 12 zoll, and was big enough for a child to sit on.

4.14 and 4.15 Table with Russian toys (presumably 1926/1927)—photographs

4.16 Notes for Russian Toys—Manuscript, one side.

4.17 Russian Toys. On the left-hand corner Benjamin has noted: “South West German Radio Gazette VI, 2/10 January 1930, cut version, see manuscript”—one side. Compare Moscow Diary, pp. 123–4.
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Fig. 4.1



Fig. 4.1


Spanish Journey

December 9. I arrived December 6th. In the train I had made a mental note of the name and address of a hotel in case there should be nobody waiting for me at the station. (At the border they had made me pay extra to travel first class, claiming there were no more seats in second.) I was relieved that there was no one there to see me emerge from the sleeping car. But there was no one at the platform gate either. I was not overly upset. Then, as I was making my way out of the Belorussian-Baltic railway station, Reich appeared. The train had arrived on time, not a second late. We loaded ourselves and the two suitcases into a sleigh. A thaw had set in that day, it was warm. We had only been underway a few minutes, driving down the broad Tverskaia with its gleam of snow and mud, when Asja waved to us from the side of the street. Reich got out and walked the short remaining distance to the hotel, we took the sleigh. Asja did not look beautiful, wild beneath her Russian fur hat, her face somewhat puffy from all the time she had spent bedridden. We stopped off briefly at the hotel and then had tea in a so-called pastry shop near the sanatorium. I filled her in about Brecht. Then Asja, who had slipped away during a rest period, took a side entrance back into the sanatorium in order to escape notice while Reich and I went in by the main stairs. Here, for the second time, encountered the custom of removing one’s galoshes. The first time had been at the hotel, even though it involved no more than checking in the luggage; they had promised us a room that night. Asja’s roommate, a hefty textile worker, was absent, I would see her for the first time the following day. Here we were, alone together for the first time under the same roof for a few minutes. Asja was looking at me very affectionately. An allusion to the decisive conversation in Riga. Then Reich accompanied me back to the hotel, we had a bite in my room, and went to the Meyerhold Theater. It was the first dress rehearsal for The Inspector General. I was unable to get a ticket despite Asja’s efforts on my behalf. So I strolled up Tverskaia in the direction of the Kremlin for half an hour and came back, carefully spelling out the shop signs, carefully proceeding over the ice. Then, very tired (and, very likely, sad), I returned to my room.

On the morning of the 7th, Reich came to fetch me. Itinerary: Petrovka (to register with the police), the Kameneva Institute (for a 1.50 ruble seat at the Institute of Culture; talked, moreover, with their local German representative, an utter ass), then via Herzen Street to the Kremlin, passing in front of the totally botched Lenin mausoleum and then on to the scenic view of the St. Isaac Cathedral. Return via Tverskaia, following Tverskoi Boulevard to Dom Herzena, the headquarters of the Organization of Proletarian Writers, VAPP. A good meal, which I barely appreciated, given the exertion which the walk in the cold had involved. Kogan was introduced to me and expounded on his Rumanian grammar and his Russian–Rumanian dictionary. The tales Reich tells, which in the course of our long walks I am often too tired to listen to with both ears, are endlessly vivacious, filled with anecdotes and specifics, sharp and amusing. Stories about a bureaucrat who works for the Treasury Department, and goes on vacation at Easter and celebrates mass as a pope. And then: the one about the conviction of a seamstress who struck her alcoholic husband dead, and the hooligan who attacked a male and female student on the street.
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Fig. 4.2

Wooden model of a sewing machine. If one turns the wheel the needle goes up and down and as it strikes it makes a clattering sound that suggests to the child the rhythm of a sewing machine. Peasant handicraft.
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Fig. 4.3

a)Left, samovar (yellow, red, and green) as Christmas-tree decoration.

b)Drummer—makes a rattling sound and moves its arms when one turns the crank on the bottom right-hand corner.
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Fig. 4.4

It is interesting to compare the two Viatka dolls. The horse, which is still visible on one model, has merged with the man on the one next to it. Demotic toys strive for simplified forms.
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Fig. 4.5



Fig. 4.5

Furniture set for a doll’s house. Work of Siberian prisoners from the nineteenth century. Assembly of the tiny pieces of wood demands untold patience.
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Fig. 4.6



Fig. 4.6

Bacchus on a billy goat. Music in the casket.
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Fig. 4.7



Fig. 4.7

The earth on three whales. Made out of wood by an artist. The motif stems from a Russian tale.
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Fig. 4.8



Fig. 4.8

Straw doll. Height: 6 zoll. Tambosk. Made in the summer in the field during harvesting and, later, once dried out, kept as a doll. Reminder of an ancient fetish of the harvest.
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Fig. 4.9



Fig. 4.9

Nutcracker. Imitation of a majolica figure in wood. Made between 1860 and 1880 in the governorate of Moscow.
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Fig. 4.10



Fig. 4.10

Old wooden horsey from the governorate of Vladimir.
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Fig. 4.11



Fig. 4.11

Carriage stringed with two horses. Wood carving from the governorate of Vladimir, c. 1860/1870.
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Fig. 4.12



Fig. 4.12

Nanny with two children. Very old type of toy.
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Fig. 4.13
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Figs 4.14 and 4.15
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Fig. 4.16
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Fig. 4.17



Fig. 4.17


Russian Toys

The toys of all cultures were products, initially, of a cottage industry. The stock of primitive forms in use by the lower groups in society, the peasants and the artisans, provided the sure foundation for the development of children’s toys up to the present. There is nothing remarkable about this. The spirit from which these products emanate—the entire process of their production and not merely its result—is alive for the child in the toy, and he naturally understands a primitively produced object much better than one deriving from a complicated industrial process. Herein, incidentally, lies the legitimate basis of the modern trend to produce “primitive” children’s toys. If only our artisans would not so often forget when doing this that it is not the constructive, schematic forms that appear primitive to the child, but rather the total construction of his doll or his toy dog, insofar as he can imagine how it is made. This is just what he wants to know; this first establishes his vibrant relationship with toys. Precisely because of this, one could say, perhaps, that only the Germans and the Russians, of all Europeans, possess the real genius for making toys.

The German toy industry is the most international. The tiny doll and animal kingdoms, the matchbox farmhouse rooms, the Noah’s arks, and the sheep pens as they are made in the villages of Thuringia and the Erzgebirge, as well as in the Nuremberg region, are universally known, not only in Germany, but throughout the entire world. On the other hand, Russian toys are generally unknown. Their production is barely industrialized and they are hardly disseminated beyond the Russian borders, except for the stereotyped figure of the “Baba,” the cone-shaped piece of wood, that, painted over and over again, represents a peasant woman.

In fact Russian toys are the finest, most diversified of all. The 150 million people who inhabit the country are composed of hundreds of nationalities, and all of these in turn have a more or less primitive, more or less accomplished artistic skill. Thus toys are produced in hundreds of different stylistic idioms, of the most diverse materials. Wood, clay, bone, textiles, paper, papier-mâché appear alone or in combinations. Wood is the most important among these materials. There is an incomparable mastery of its handling—of carving, coloring, and lacquering—almost everywhere in this land of great forests. From the simple jumping-jacks of soft, white willowwood; from the lifelike carved cows, pigs, and sheep to the lacquered jewelry caskets on which the peasant in his troika, countryfolk gathered around a samovar, women harvesters, or woodcutters at work are artfully painted with glowing colors; to huge groups of monsters, sculptured renderings of old sagas and legends—wooden toys, wooden gadgets fill shop after shop in the most elegant streets of Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, Kharkov, and Odessa. The Moscow Toy Museum owns the largest collection. Three cabinets of the museum are filled with clay toys from northern Russia. The robust rural expression of these dolls from the Viatka district stands in contrast to their highly fragile condition. They have, nevertheless, survived the long journey. And it is good that they have found a safe asylum in the Moscow museum. For who knows how long even this kind of folk art can withstand the triumphant progress of technology which today sweeps across Russia. Already the demand for these things has supposedly died, at least in the cities. But in the farmhouse the clay is still kneaded at day’s end, painted with glowing colors, and fired; in their homeland, surely, these toys still live on.







5

Opinions et Pensées

His Son’s Words and Turns of Phrase

There is an old nursery rhyme that tells of Muhme Rehlen. Because the word Muhme meant nothing to me, this creature became for me a spirit: the mummerehlen. The misunderstanding disarranged the world for me. But in a good way: it lit up paths to the world’s interior. The cue could come from anywhere.

Thus, on one occasion, chance willed that Kupferstichen [copperplate engravings] were discussed in my presence. The next day, I stuck my head out from under a chair; that was a Kopf-verstich [a head stick-out]. If, in this way, I distorted both myself and the word, I did only what I had to do to gain a foothold in life. Early on, I learned to disguise myself in words, which were really clouds. The gift of perceiving similarities is, in fact, nothing but a weak remnant of the old compulsion to become similar and to behave mimetically. In me, however, this compulsion acted through words. Not those that made me similar to models of good breeding, but those that made me similar to dwelling places, furniture, clothes.

SW 3, pp. 390–1.

Over many years Benjamin logged the language and games of his son Stefan (November 4, 1918–February 6, 1972). Stefan’s expressions were collated in a notebook that conserves a small archive of a child’s linguistic world. The entries, which in many cases are dated, reach right up until March 1932. It would seem that most are written down in retrospect, recalled in memory at various times. This is indicated, for example, by the heading “Words and Sentences prior to 27 November, 1921,” underneath which appears a list of original infantile word forms (fig. 5.2). The sonnet “On 6 January 1922” prefaces the notes that have survived in Benjamin’s bequest (compare GS VII.1, p. 64). This is followed by “Early Names and Verses for Stefan,” affectionate appellations, terms of endearment, and infantile pseudonyms. The notes comprise a wealth of distorted word forms and witty unexpected formulations, which result in an amusing vocabulary book, fragments of a childish lexicon; children’s rhymes and songs, belonging to the rhythm of the young family’s life; infantile bon mots, questions and expressions; a hoard of his son’s formulations, turns of phrase, and rituals of play, gestures; dialogues, tales, and stories by Stefan; brief communications by letter to his father as well as a short essay. The notes comprise a cheerful inventory, a collection of quotations and scenes from life with a growing child. They are documents of childish linguistic fantasy, early experiments in language, which found in the father an enthusiastic observer.

On January 14, 1926 Benjamin wrote to Gershom Scholem: “I have written down my son’s ‘opinions and thoughts’ in a notebook since the day he was born. Needless to say, because of my many absences it is not terribly long, but nonetheless lists a few dozen unusual words and expressions. I am thinking of having it typed and one of the few copies would be intended for you” (Correspondence, p. 288). Benjamin’s reference to his son’s “opinions et pensées,” as if he were a famous and celebrated person, is not without irony—it appears to be a parodic quotation of book titles such as, for example, Lessing’s Thought and Opinions, Michel de Montaigne’s Thought and Opinions on All Manner of Things, Vie, opinions et pensées de Lazare Carnot, l’organisateur de la victoire or Opinions, pensées, maxims extraites des ouvrages de Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte. But Benjamin does not use “opinions et pensées” simply ironically. The notes on Stefan do not merely detail light-hearted nonsense, linguistic curiosities, and playful oddities. Irrespective of all the amusement that his words must have provided for the father, Benjamin was serious. He wanted to present the small collection to Scholem’s archive; he thought it worthwhile transposing them into typewritten form. Stefan’s expressions were for him the speaking proof of the child’s world picture, thought, and knowledge.—Neither in Benjamin’s bequest nor in Scholem’s collection are there typewritten versions of the notes. In addition the cover of the “little book” in which Benjamin placed his notes is missing. The literary remains hold only sixteen single sheets torn out of the notebook. For the large part these chequered sheets have writing on both sides.

In the nineteenth century intellectuals such as Hippolyte Tain or Charles Darwin recorded in their studies their own observations of infantile use of language. In the twentieth century Jean Piaget did this systematically, and he developed a wide-ranging theory of infantile development from observing, for the most part, his own three children. Of course, Benjamin’s fragmentary postscripts have another meaning. They are not directed toward a documentation of the acquisition of language, but rather toward specific aspects of infantile thinking and speaking—the detours in which it goes astray. Losing oneself in language. Benjamin latches onto the distorting effects of children’s language. For him, linguistic blunders and misunderstandings do not find their meaning in being corrected.

The distortions of language effected by the child are manifold. Words are disguised—torn, twisted, substituted, confused. “Africa” becomes “Africa,” “photograph” turns into “gratophoph,” “university” becomes “fursity.” Words shrink. Stefan transformed “university library” into “unilibry.” Imaginative word inventions, mixed forms and analogies appear. If the word “Grausamkeiten,” gruesomeness, exists, whose first syllable is the word for gray, then “Grünsamkeiten,” a green version, must also be possible. And the parents—Dora Sophie and Walter—engage themselves in the masquerade of words; they too are embroiled in its game. Benjamin, who had a love of word games and anagrams, clearly participated with an attentive, co-inventive joy. He maintains the sonically derived misunderstandings of the child in his ear, notes the surprising metaphorical turns of phrase that Stefan uses. For him language presents itself as shot through with similarities and correspondences. An unlimited play of relationships comes to the fore in infantile speaking.

It was not only the memories of his own childhood, but also the example of his own child that was in Benjamin’s mind when he described the misunderstandings and distortions of the child’s linguistic world in The Mummerehlen. Benjamin composed this vignette from Berlin Childhood around 1900 in 1932, the same date as the final entry on Stefan. The Mummerehlen is contiguous with Doctrine of the Similar, which was written at the beginning of 1933. Here Benjamin connects his linguistic-theoretical considerations to the theory of the mimetic faculty. This theoretical sketch (and its later version, On the Mimetic Capability) is not unrelated to the notes on his son. Benjamin pinpoints children’s play as the schooling of the mimetic faculty—and he develops a view of language that does not reduce it to instrumental usage. It is not consumed in its semiotic function of meaning and communication. Rather language (and writing) is to be seen as a deployment of the mimetic faculty, as “an archive of nonsensuous similarities, of nonsensuous correspondences” (SW 2:2, p. 697).

The speech and activity of the child, which Benjamin logged observantly in his little notebook, may be everyday in nature, and yet often enough he spots something at work in the background of this play. To cite just one example, here is a little scene, which was presumably related to the parents by Grete Rehbein, the family’s housemaid.

“We were away from the house—this was after several days in which I had pressed very strongly for peace in the apartment because of some work I was doing—he is alone in the kitchen with Grete. He says: ‘Grete be very quiet. He must do his work now. Very quiet.’ With that he ascends the dark staircase, opens both doors and goes into his dark room. When Grete comes after him some time later, she sees him standing quite still in the darkness. He says: ‘Grete do not disturb him. He really has to work.’”

Benjamin described this scene in his notebook. It illustrates for him essential aspects of infantile activity. Stefan presents a performance that follows the example of his absent father. He identifies with him, acts in front of Grete as an adult who has to do something. He becomes the absent father, who must work and may not be disturbed. Standing still in the darkness Stefan plays at intellectual work. And in fact the game represents this work, follows a dark necessity. For Stefan has indeed to work something through. He was compelled by his father to renounce, and that is what the work that he now does affords. Passive concernment is reversed in an assertion of independence. Climbing the staircase Stefan ascends to adulthood, figures himself now as the father. And, conversely, Grete, who follows him, appears in the position of the child.—Benjamin wrote about infantile play (and its relationship to work) in various texts. These contain considerations that demonstrate, in particular, how the everyday life of the family, their interactions in the domestic setting, the play of the son, all played a role in his thought.







 

Figures

5.1 Stefan and Dora Sophie Benjamin (February 1921)—Photograph.

5.2 Notes on Stefan Benjamin (c. 1919 until 1932)—Manuscript, sixteen pages (thirty-one sides); shown here, page 5: “Words prior to 27 November, 1921.”1

5.3 Notes on Stefan Benjamin (1928/1929). Above the strips of paper that have been glued in Benjamin noted: “Stefan cuts out money. To do this he clips out the figures and mint-marks from little strips of paper.”

5.4 Notes on Stefan Benjamin (1929 and 1932).

His son’s “homemade stamps” are glued onto the sheet.

[Ms. 1284]
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Fig. 5.1



     On 6 January, 1922

What is the name of the guest who even if he also hurts

Bestows the mistress with house and tribulations

And yet so speedily those gates

Open up for him as a flimsy door does for the wind?

His name is discord which returns

Whether it has long emptied table and chambers

A threefold household deity cleaves to the soul

Uniquely true now: Sleep tears and the child

Yet each day a swordless sheaf

Cuts the old scar of the waking one

And before it cradles consolation in new slumbers

The source of the tears is long run dry

Only the smile of the child its customs

Are able to invite hope into the house.

[Ms. 1270 recto]

Early names and verses for Stefan

Stefanze Stefanserich Houselion (when he was laying on his stomach after bathing in Bern) Mr Silly Mr Treasure (after a wooden doll that I had named in the same way)

Woofy woofy

Snouty snouty

One foot is called Felefoot (Philip Foot), the other is Franz Foot.

When he was brought in the room in swaddling clothes he was called Babysausage Snought, Snoughting, Zeppel [?],2 Soul, Gob, Sweetielamb. In very early days, in Switzerland also: Bushi, Bushonnili

Bessalien[?] good dolly / dance with mama now

Dance now you good Sweetielamb / for mama is still there
He child (from the Swiss days)

The most charming game that we observed him at in the earliest days, I suppose at around one year old—we only saw this once—was when sitting at his play table he grabbed a little dachshund by the tail and—leaning out of his little chair—first leftwards, then rightwards swung it in the air three times, such that the dog’s head was close to the floor. It was very nice to see how he tried to transfer the dog’s tail, which was in his left hand, into his right one.

The first word that he uttered meaningfully was: “qui-a.” He raised his finger, just as Dora did, when she said “quiet” to him.

For a period, when we were lifting him at night during his sleep, and he did not fully[?] wake up, telepathic phenomena came quite clearly to the fore in the daytime; he spoke of things that Dora or Grete [Rehbein] were thinking of at that moment, every now and then expanded on features in a unknown features in a fairytale (In the Wolf and the Seven Kids[image: images] the youngest one hidden in the clock case). This phenomenon stopped once we did not pick him up anymore at night.

There was a time when he wanted to be known only by a particular name and was something in particular: a boy or a mimi, or a Steffie (or an Ingrid?)—a Rafaela, mummy, etc.

[Ms. 1270 verso]

For a very short period he imitated lifeless objects, e.g. a pear, by coiling himself up on the ground.
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Fig. 5.2




[Ms. 1271 recto]



Words and sentences prior to 27 November 1921


Schring (spring)

Tetecin (medicine)

a lesh (flesh)

Sipper-supper[?] (alphabetic character)

Tysix (seventy-six)

a railway line

a writey (pencil)

a mimi (little girl)

Uncle Dusky (after Walter:)

Balli Podott (blackcurrants)

a tone (from; tower (?) chimney on a locomotive)

image boar [Bildschwein] (wild boar [Wildschwein] that he saw in an image and that I named for him)

a little step

Children’s school (Kindergarten)

Belbrückstraße (Delbrückstraße)

Oulish (ugly, evil; from ghoulish, but co-determined by owl)

Fursity (university)

Tu[?] (meat, derived from noodles. Very early)

Ell (instead of “tell a story,” at first without about[?])

Fish-baba (banana, from the Swiss days)

Bai (very early; ball)

Dancetupper (“a dance tupper” railway sleeper[?] ?? Sometimes one was made from little men. [round dance??])

Little Red Riding Head

Dandals (sandals)

Bitterfly (butterfly)

Papsize (capsize; a game, in which Dora continually knocks him down each time he gets up, while standing in the bed or on the floor.)

Pamsret (trumpet)

Coclate (chocolate)

Zolad[?] (salad)

Bowwowsiko (dog)

Creation by Dora

a letter (piece of paper)

Günther (any ill-mannered boy)

Auntie Glow (single-handedly)

Podot (compote)

Fromesser (professor)

Doctorman (a male doll)

Miggay (midday (meal))

Bowwow-lion (instead of lion)

Vird Keets (parakeet, once it was explained to him that it was a bird)

Len[?] (horse) (very early)

Ista (sister [Toni])

Mommy (my mother)

Papa (my father)

Catatoes, Tatatoes (potatoes)

Cap (male member)

Thatte (thanks, early)

the warm and the cold outbacker (meaning is unclear; possibly he means the drainpipes, which he thought were the staircase to the kitchen)

Beta (Bertha, very early)

Affika (Africa, place where the apes [Affen] are)

Glasstern (lantern)

Fi (for[image: images], stuck for a very long time)

Motitive (locomotive)

Once again (this doesn’t mean “the same one” after a story or song but “more”)

Applemarine (later “margarine”) means mandarin

Bagschool (satchel)

Ragerman (gas balloon for playing with)

Bug (picture book)

Conek(ek)er (conker)

Little birds (pieces that fall to the ground when cutting nails. Coined by Dora who?)

Kaper (paper)

Ingrid (well-behaved child, name of children from the children’s home where he went at the age of two and a half.)

Small bell (moon)

Building bick (building brick) also: buildingbock

Round (fairground with music; probably from “turning round”)

Lala (called “Empress” by me, because it was bought at the Emperor department store. His earliest doll in Bern)

Wolf Bow Wow

Mama keet (parakeet)

Ga(r)ki (garden)

Ballin[?] (Berlin)

Momma (Dora’s mother)

Kiss (his name not only for the actual kiss but also anything damp, fruit juice[?] etc. on his face)

Abdolutely (absolutely)

Ung-Ung-train (electric tram)

Puff-Puff train (railway train)

Kabai[?] (make) (tickle)

Shoos (shoes)

Corn (cord)

a lake Halen (made in the garden in sandcastles. In general “a” also served in the early days, for the first three and a half years or so, as the definite article)

a baked opple (baked apple)

The hornses (instead of: the horns)

a heru (hare name for the rabbit, that he was given by Ernst Schoen.3 In response to the question what is its name, he said: a heru or a rabb. (It was lively)




[Ms. 1271 verso]



Words since December 1921


Souldoll

Dickybardy (when he heard that was wrong: Dickyburd)

Outnumbering } situated in a “joke” as edible.

Undernumbering }

Breadmeat (Butter with sautéed breadcrumbs and other types of sautéed bread)

Byena (Hyena)

whools (wheels)

Corinda (veranda)

Crocodile soup (dill soup. Not joking!)

Breadmeat (Savoy cabbage with grated bun and butter)

Unilibry (university library)

Forgettable (in the sense of difficult to hold onto)

Rice eagle (Reich’s eagle)

Hogmaday (Hogmanay)

Gratophoph (Photograph; old)

Mitiral water (mineral water)

eightly (lately)

Indida (India rubber)

Strak strak Straking match (earlier stroking match)

Mandosquik (perhaps manuscript?) (he insists on hearing a story about one, apparently one that Dora had told him once before.)

Standal (scandal)

The singer (a humming top)

knulled bread (nuggets)

Türkenschwanz Park [Turk’s Tail Park] (Türkenschanz Park)

Margarrots (carrots)

Rainguleily (regularly)

Tomartoes (tomatoes)

Zunie disease (renal disease)

Niacinthen (December 1923)

Keldel (name for Wolf Heinle—Bern)

Zophe (Zofe June 1925)

Hyptonize (January 1928)

Hosenleder (instead of Lederhosen)

Absicht [intention] (conceived as Absatz [heel] of a boot)

Baumeißner (instead of Baumeister [master builder]. The concierge who was carrying out works in the apartment was called Meißner)

Express dog (This is how he describes[?] himself occasionally. Formed as an analogy with express train)

tograttafaf (to photograph)

Regypt (Egypt)

Taechers (teacher)

Riskling (irises)

Easter egg beetle (this is what he calls the pupa of a beetle)

Fursity (later unifursity)

Melomody (February 1923 melody)

Shellmuck—shellmuckbaby (salamander baby)

Battanemy—Battery (end of 1924)

Varnish out—write out songs ont the board (February 1925)

For examspool (e.g.)



[Ms. 1272 recto]

Formulations

Men have to work

What do fishes sing? (on looking at Bertuch4)

Aunt Pick doeams (probably formed out of “dream” and “do”)

Large and mottled mummy (after “big and mottled tiger)

What does that say? (on looking at Bertuch)

Good morning—a little mimi (girly)—mummy (very fast, spoken jerkily, a formulation at goodnight time, once he is lying in bed)

Papsize (A game in which he lay in bed with Dora and Dora[?] said: “But Mr Treasure, you wanted to stand up, didn’t you, and then when he stood she “capsized” him)

Fiffty Maks a crown (Price description, probably bound up with the idea of being “expensive”)

Thirteen (price description, tied up with the idea—not expensive)

The “good miller” and the “bad miller.” (After the song [He must be a bad miller] on one[?] sheet[?] often a bird was characterized as a bad and the other as a good miller)

The rocking horse was called Steffe, then, in jest, Aunt Clara, Aunt Ulox[?], later Berta

Losingu almostyou (first used supposedly for the hat belonging to “Mr Treasure,”[image: images] a wooden doll, coined by Dora. Stefan believed that the words really belonged together, which was apparent in other uses, yet when playing understood them as a joke.

Yesterday is always the time immediately before his last nap, even when it was a midday nap. If, following this, one reminds him of something from the morning, he only understands it by the word “yesterday.”

To catch a story. He searches in Dora’s bosom, grabs “something” and sticks it into her mouth. She has to swallow it and then tell a story. This is played out in a variety of ways.

Ozzerway rau, not this way (At any type of technical difficulty)

He can help (pronounced: cana help) [Similar also to other uses: He can eat, he may write]

I car nit pleef it (used for a very long period as an expression of extreme happiness, formed according to “I can’t believe it.”)

Bum he bis, bubba bum, so bum (also too bum) when he begins to cry; dumb he is, abominably dumb, too dumb,

Leave him Emil (Imitating my mother, standing in front of my father, when he has prohibited him from doing something) When he was alone at my parents)

Too funny (often with a forced laugh)

It is right, isn’t it? (In order to be praised) Also to himself: Quite right

Papa glad

Healthy and sick men (probably first invented by us, Nuremberg figures, whole or in two)

In “All the Birds Returning Again” the rule was as follows: [image: images] black-beard[?], thrush, finch and starlch

Wish you a ([image: images]?)[?] joyfufl year or dooryear, later always with the comment “Gideon always says: joyous)

[Ms 1272 verso]

He has a peculiar mode of double questioning. Here is one example amongst many: [image: images] Upon looking at a heating device: Now (i.e. at a certain positioning of the screw) is warm? “Yes.” But [image: images] other way is cold? “Yes, if one turns it the other way it is cold” But when it is this way, it’s warm? (This example is [[image: images]] constructed, didn’t occur exactly in this way. His questions always return him though to the starting point.)

Curz, Server, Adiu Formulations on leaving the room, until the end of 1921 Often used (curtsey, Server, Adieu)

When two are on, Mr Master complains (refers to the electric light that is not allowed to be on when not in use.)

Always today is my favorite (and similar combinations often appear) I always have my favorite the whole day.

Today I dreamt that Papa is a … (This was always different, but always completed by inanimate objects: a picture, a pen, a book, an apple. I suppose it is to be thought in relation to the Oedipus Complex [as a peeling[?] of the father. It was the answer to the question what did you dream last night?)

Hope well-behaeff (very old. My mother used to say to him: I hope you were well-behaved)

“I saw that I lived here.—I saw that that is my apartment” (Upon returning home)

If “fiffty Mak” is “too expensive” for me, could we manage to reach an agreement at “eighty Mak?”

The name of the new doll, which he got for his fourth birthday, “Gretl Body.”

With stories that begin with the phrase “Once upon a time there were two children,” the question he regularly poses is “what is one child called?” and then “what is the other one called?”

Upon going to sleep, when he [image: images] is lying in bed: Up [image: images] Wiasaha—a little mimi ([girly]—Memi—(yes, Mummy is here)—say hello nicely—thousands of times—Tomorrer we’ll get up nicely.

The large giant, the medium-sized giant and the really tiny giant—Stefan is the papa and mummy of all three

Later [image: images] additional formulations upon going to sleep: what should I dream?

A further embellishment: And Mr Roth? And the Chinaman? And Grete? etc.)

He invented a male society comprising above all Mr Gravel, a train driver, like himself, Mr Sievecorpse, Masons, Mr Mode[?] Cellar (Kellner5). The last one died of a serious illness. He was older than all the others. How old? Hundred years. Apart from these there are one or two other people whose shared language is “Rogaic.” E.g. “Good Night” is “God Nen[?] in it.” Mr Mida[?] should be added “he just earns money” as answer to the question of what his job is.

[Ms. 1273 recto]

Sentences prior to 21 November 1921

When he received as a present a picture with a saint on it from Rang6 upon which amongst other things there was a saint, he named this the kobold.

After Stefan had been undressed he was left alone in the room and he cried. When Dora came in to see him after a little while he said: “Wipe nose and dry tears all by self.”

When Dora told him a story about a little mimi (or children small children) and said: “Then they went into a garden and there were lots of Berli podots and then they were very happy,” Stefan says: “No, only a little.”

On going out one day Stefan was wearing a colorful wool cloth, given to him as a present. When I met him at the door just as he was leaving I took it from him and put it around my neck as a shawl. He shouted out: “Don’t give Papa the towel. Stefan needs the towel. Is cold after all.”

He asks Dora to draw him a railway train. Dora says he should do it himself. To which he responded (using intervals so that he might discern the effect of his words): “He has not got any time—he has not got any room—he has not got any idea.”

Joke: Mr Grete (Grete is his nursemaid)

We were away from the house—this was after several days in which I had pressed very strongly for peace in the apartment because of some work I was doing—he is alone in the kitchen with Grete. He says: “Grete be very quiet. He must do his work now. Very quiet.” With that he ascends the dark staircase, opens both doors and goes into his dark room. When Grete comes after him some time later, she sees him standing quite still in the darkness. He says: “Grete do not disturb him. He really has to work.”

Once Dora received a young lady as visitor and the next day, when he was asked about the guest, who had even brought a gift for him, he said: “The aunt is baba. A sheared one[?] should come.”

To children, who are in a strange garden calling for “mommy,” he says, while he is with my mother: “But children what are you thinking, Steffe is still with a mommy.”

The lion barks—roars

[Ms. 1273 verso]

When a man at the electric tram stop asked Grete about trams to the zoo Stefan, who overheard, said; “yes, in the zoo is where the apes are.”

Morning at breakfast: Papa—you are illuterate—(after a while:) Have you a fiver.

Dora shows him a page in Bertuch with berries on it. Stefan, as usual: “May I eat that, yes?” Dora: Yes Stefan: Little Steffe should eat that. Dora: But you are little Steffe Stefan: No, little Steffe in the book (points to an empty space on the page) should come and eat it.

In the strongly yellow light that accompanies storms the sun’s rays reflected on the path. Stefan said: the sun has painted the ground.

He was supposed to have some hot milk, because he had a cough: “The tongue doesn’t want it.” Then “The tongue doesn’t have a cough.”

In Breitenstein7 Dora told him that I was in Heidelberg. “Is that where the red books are?—There where the fishes are?”

After I would not allow him to enter my room he said to Grete: “Papa won’t let me go in the room—this Papa.”

“As I [image: images] rang a bow wow came. And as I woke up today crying, a dog came too. Now none is coming. Now I am good.”

When I went into the room to insist that he be quiet, he says loudly, after I left it again: “The bird there (or: the bear) always comes in the room. The bird should not come in there. It is my room. The room will be spoilt. The whole room spoilt. I also shouldn’t be disturbd, I have to work too.”

Occasionally my father uses the word “wild boar” [Wildschwein]. Thereupon Stefan: Over at our place we always say image boar [Bildschwein].

Dora: Do you not like Aunt Mia (the kindergarten teacher) at all. But she is so good. Why do you not like her? Stefan: I don’t like her, because I don’t like going to kindergarten.

He called the tale of the “seven [sieben] ravens,” once I had read it to him, the tale of the “lovely [lieben] ravens.”

[Ms. 1274 recto]

Characterizations of letters






	The B
	is
	Benjamin



	R
	is
	Benjamin stretching both legs



	P
	is
	Benjamin on one leg



	M
	is
	Mummy



	S
	is
	Steffe



	A [Antiqua] A [German handwriting]





For several days (in November 1921) he was addicted to imitating objects, the beating of a clock, the form of a pear, by coiling himself up on the floor.

On the way back home from Aunt Clara’s, which he walked with Dora and a man he did not know, he was feeling very sorry for himself: “Poor Steffe. Now the poor Steffe has to walk where it is very dark and the small bell is already hanging in the air poor Steffe still has to walk.”

Very old, as he was alone with my parents, [[image: images]] at the midday meal: he doesn’t want no tebbles only lesh

Dora sang to him: Alla mukodeia tsching tsching tscheia, he often sang along: Alla nakedeia …

He called condensed milk “white jam.”

“Potatoes” [Kartoffel] he calls his own little bones [Knöchel] and offered them up to be eaten.

[Ms. 1274 verso]

Later Sentences and Games

January 1922

When the uncles sometimes give the aunts a lit cigar the aunts can smoke too.

Me: (responding to the question why am I not writing) Because I am speaking to you now, Stefan. Stefan: One can also speak to small children. But I am now a bit quite bigger.

He sits down on a footstool, after he has been standing for a long time; amongst other explanatory sentences he concludes: am I supposed to tire myself away?

I said, how loud you lot all laughed, my whole ear is laughed full [image: images] of headache.

On considering an illustration of a May beetle to Dora: Are May beetles made of chocolate inside too? And when Dora said no: but the bits that they crawl on, they are made of chocolate?

In response to the question about where something that is thrown away ends up my father once answered: in to space. Soon afterwards when she [the] ash of his cigar[image: images] disappeared into the ashtray, he asked: are you putting it into outer space? / From then the ashtray was called “outer space,” but by the next day “spacer out.”8

Incidentally during a conversation with me about the Bertuch: Where did you akshully buy the books, Papa? “In Bern.” In which Bern, in Heidelberg? Did you leave your pillow there? (I had left a pillow in Heidelberg in the summer, but there had been no mention of it for months.)

Mama to him: Tell Aunt Dodo that she looks horribly green. He says: Aunt Dodo you look orribly green. Mama: How do you look? Stefan: I look orribly red.

Stories with Rafael Good and Rafael Naughty, Rafael Fatbelly.

He encounters my father while on a walk and sees him without greeting him. Later when asked reproachfully, [image: images] what he meant by not saying good day, he says: But I had to go on my walk.

I noticed something very strange. During Dora’s stay in London, on the day after her departure, I tell him that Mum is going to bring him back something very nice. Whereupon he says: a pretzel? I say: No, something even nicer than that. He: An apple? I: No, something much much nicer than that. He: A brick?—It would seem that the most extremely heightened anticipation appears to diminish the capacity to imagine, which descends ever deeper, as if it despairs of [image: images] coming up with a worthy object of this anticipation.

[Ms. 1275 recto]

Dora says that she has brought a banana (from London) and he is allowed to ask for something else that they may buy together. To which he says after a lengthy reflection “Another banana so that there are two.” In response Dora: “You can request another thing too, you’ll get two bananas.” “Then we ought perhaps to buy one or two lemons for next year, for when I am ill again.”

He called a pineapple that Dora brought from London a large [image: images] strawberry with spikes.

Is there much enough snow?

February 1922

My mother brought him flummery. Later he said to Dora: Mommy brought me flame Marie; why is it called Marie?

Sung: Outside stand two sheep


Father guards the sheep

Mother shakes the little tree

A little dream falls off

If the child is not well-behaved

The black sheep comes and bites it (verbatim)



In one of the fairytales a king is hunting. I asked Stefan if he knows what that means. He says: “When he hunts, he thumps a dog. He thumps the dog with a rod.”

“What does Hans Miller (type of ill-mannered boy) say when one gramophies me?”

Stefan entered a room while Dora was crying. He saw tears on her face. He says: “The It’s raining here in the room.—the little angels must have poured out water up above, to make it rain in the room.”

Contremptable low fellow (because people were on strike and there was no electric light) the accursed fellows

Then she went to the mother rav (from Sleepi Cinderella)

[Ms. 1275 verso]

“Sing of the Godthrough.” After much persistence it emerges that he meant “There goes the dear Lord God through the forest.”

“Papa always has fun in the morning.—Every morning Papa has fun.—This Papa with his fun.”

You are the mummy of Papa, aren’t you?—So is Papa my childe?—Oh woe, that is what the big people can be. (Some time after he said I was Mommy’s son) The papa of you is Walter ≠ (From a discussion with Dora)

Dora shows him the antlions in Bertuch and the edible dormice, which has a carrot in its hand. On another day she points to the dormice and asks what it is called: Carrotlion is the answer.

As Dora is telling Grete that there is nothing for supper in the house, Stefan overhears and says: “It is only the third day and we are so [image: images] poor again.”

As Dora enters the room after the afternoon nap, he says: “Somebody disturbed my sleep quite a bit. Someone made hello [image: images] all the time.” (Make hello—make a telephone call)

[image: images] [[image: images]] One morning he was supposed to bring a letter to me: in the process he says to Dora: Now I am taking this to owly shiverbeard.

Star often bakes poppy-seed cakes for us. He asks Mama, while the moon is in the sky: Is the moon baked? And of Dora: Can one bake a cake from the moon?

Mummy I want to say something in your ear. In her ear: you ape. /

Mummy, I want to say something in your ear. (In her ear:) I am going to marry the princess too.

Mum, today I am the prince, not Steffe. “That’s lovely.” Mum, I want an orange “But you had one only yesterday.” Oh no, oh no, that was not me, that was Steffe. There were none at our house. “Do you think I can buy oranges for all the strange princes?”

[Ms. 1276 recto]

Mum, what have I got in my foot? “Flesh and bones” How do the bones get into my foot? “They grew there” And I ate the flesh.

How when forced to wait for his meal at my parents’ while Dora and Papa have started eating, he says: I suppose someone’s meant to starve here, eh?

I milked Berta (the rocking horse). Berta has a milk[?] (points to the long hairs that hang down at the front) “I milked her there.”

March 1922

When he is tired and wants to go to bed: My mouth keeps on springing open.

On a walk—for no reason at all. When spinach is cooked raw, then it is green leaves and once it is cooked, then it is raealley[?] spinach.

In describing a postcard on which a bit of the sky is colored pink by[?] the sunset. “And it is evening already. The sun there is so swollen.”

He makes a face. “Mummy, is that grisly?” Yes “Grisly is when one rips up the grass.”

We watch the sunset, and he shouts out to me the words: The sky is red and blue calling in his room. He relates (what he has heard) about the angels who have a birthday today. He asks: Does the angel have a birthday today, dear Lord?—Yes—the dear Lord said yes.—But this is rather quiet, perhaps he is ashamed of something.

Mummy, why do you always say saucer [Untertasse]; it is a plate isn’t it.—Yes but these plates have a special name because they are always under the cup [Tasse].—Yes, but if you take away the cup, then you cannot say saucer anymore.

“Mummy, tell me a story.” Oh, but I don’t feel like it right now. “Oh go on, tell one, I feel like it.” Well then, you tell one? “No—but—there—I have just thrown the feeling into your mouth—now you tell it.”

April 1922

[[image: images]] As a joke: People—people—that means the humans who hear pealing in their ears.

[Ms. 1276 verso]

“A sadly comic ladder”—“I must climb over there sadly,” he said, after my mother replied to his words about having to climb over that it seemed rather sad.

On a linoleum chessboard. “Is that supposed to be the lakes for the chessmen?”

His first apprehensive recognition of necessity was the question: “Is morning fixed to the evening?” I answered it with: no, night comes in between. “Why does morning come?” I allow him to find the answer to his question on his own: “So that the sun comes.”

Dora told him the story about the “big, middle-sized and small bears.” The next day at breakfast he makes a threatening face at Dora, who responded with: Oh I am so very frightened, it is a big owly giant. He responds to this, saying in Dora’s ear: “No it is not the big one, it is the middle-sized giant”

“When I was still a little bird, before I was Steffen, two boys came along, who wanted to thump me, and then my mummy— that w of course that was the bird mum—ranted a lot, and the boys ran away; that was before I was Steffen yet.”

Miss Burchard says: The hare tried as hard as he was able, to which he responded with lots of laughter and repeated again and again: “hard as he was able—hard as he was able. That is not able, that is vegetable.”

Dora says to him: I am having my breakfast with you today, because you invited me. To which he responds: Well not exactly invited, another time. But I do want to have you. [[image: images]] He often heard my mother say the first part of the sentence.

May 1922

For him there exists an etymological connection between butterfly and batter, to such an extent that he says that the butterfly batters the flower. He copies this action. But he seems to conceive it as only the slightest contact.

Outside on a walk one day he notices a particularly small man and says: Mum, do you suppose that’s a baby-man?

[Ms. 1277 recto]

He talks about how he found a dead mouse in the courtyard. Dora responds: How do you know that? Perhaps it wasn’t dead at all. Stefan: “Yes, it was. It was lying there. It wasn’t running there any more.”

“Mummy, when are we sticking the children’s wallpaper?” (a wallpaper on which children are depicted) When we get back from Vienna. “Oh no, when we get back from Vienna we will be different.” [image: images] “If one travels somewhere and comes back again then one is always different.”

When my sister sent him a picture postcard, Grete asks him, as per usual, to read it out. To which he replies: I cannot read the card out. I can only read out loud what Papa and Mum write and [image: images] [?] the book with the Easter Hare.

“The sun is ill today.” Dora: what is wrong with it? “It has lost two rays.”

When Dora papsized him: “Don’ do it with you dirty foot, I am still fresh.”

Live dictation of a letter to me from Vienna:

Warm greetings to you I want to travel home today already I like it very much and I send warm greetings to Aunt Dodo too and also like her very much. Warm greetings I send because I like her very much and Aunt Jula I also like very much and I send greetings to her too. I also greet Grete very thousand times.

June 1922

The radishes strain my tongue so much. I think I have to drink some water.

[lines crossed out]

Papa says to him, when he asks him for sugar: Go straight to Mama, you do not need a go-between—whereupon on another morning he says: Please [image: images] Grandpapa a lump of sugar, I want you to go-between[image: images] Mama and me.

Dora calls “Papa.” Stefan: What are you calling [image: images] Grandpapa Papa? Dora: Well, who is my Papa then? Stefan: Well, that Papa, the Papa in his room.

When [image: images] he heard my mother-in-law calling “Leon,” he said to himself: Grandpapa is called Leon—strange.

[Ms. 1277 verso]

Dora is sitting with him. “Mummy I love you very much—Can one say well-behaved to a mum? Yes, I[?] love you very much—you my quite well-behaved mummy.”

Dora is lying in bed. He comes in to wish “Good Morning.” “You lightweight Mum.” Why? You lightweight Mum? “Because you only have a little shirt on.”

“Mum, why do people have a head?” You have a think and see if you can answer for yourself? “Well, would it possible to put the eyes and the nose on the neck? “Mum, why do people have hair?” Now, you are asking an awful lot of questions again. “Not everyone can be the same age. Why can’t everyone be the same age? Why do people get old?” Silently Dora raises her finger because of all the questions. “Well all these questions

Dora lends him the her dressing gown, which hangs well below his feet, of course, such that he is unable to walk. Then [image: images] he says: “Mummy, the young feet cannot get out of the dressing gowny.”

Mummy, if I can’t go into the garden, I was so miseryly.

He calls out to little Möller: “Möller.” Dora: don’t call him Möller. What name should you call him? “Well, Möller Benjamin” No think a bit about it, what does his Mummy call him? “Cleany Hans, so Cleany Hans Möller.”

—You shoulds[?] help me[?] to peel the rhubarb.—Grete peels it. “What will we do with the peel?” I don’t know. “A b Let’s make a nice blanket from it, and then you throw it into my bed.”

“Grete, will you marry me?” Well, yes, fine “But when a stranger comes along what will you say to him?” Well, I really don’t know. “Well, then you will say Steffe has married me.”

“All good possibles come from above.”

[Ms. 1278 recto]

July 1922

We are in the garden, Dora and I want to return. He has not yet watered the flowers and calls out: The flowers still need their snack!

[From April 1922. Birthday letter to my sister: Best wishes. And once she has had her birthday, so that she doesn’t forget it, that she had received best wishes. And that I love her very much. And that she was in Heidelberg and that I love her now, now she is back home. That she should always have the best sleep. And that she has had best birthday.]

He explains: “I dreamt—but not today—the postman had lots of really little babies for money. And he gave us some as a present”—Which postman, the one who brings the letters? “No, the one who sits in the post office, the officer. He gave me some and Mum and Papa and Grete.”—How big were they, show me—”I don’t have any, I only dreamt it.” So, show me how big they were!—“Really really small” shows it using two fingers)—Were they alive?—”Yes, they were quite riell,”—What did he call them?—He thinks for a moment: “Moses.” (The questions stem from Dora. He was thrilled that she was so thrilled about his story)

When he was talking about one of the naughty things he had done, Dora said: Well you know, it is not an achievement.—Mummy, what is an achievement?—When one is nice and well-behaved … etc.—Yes Mummy. And what is corn? (Has he heard at some point about sheaf and corn?)

Reading aloud from Bertuch: “Weird fish. Weird fish. They jerk with their teeth and scales a lot, don’t they? Don’t they? And the tail a lot too. Strangely one was[?] gray one.—Strange butterflies—Strange birds.—Oh flowers just look and it priks terribly just look.—Weird heru[?]”

To me, when he heard Dora on the telephone: We don’t always want to say hello to the funny ol’ faces. We want to leave the ol’ voices, they don interest us.

August 1922

He asks what spiders live off, etc. On another day we (Dora and Stefan) are taking a walk and are plagued a lot by flies. I moan. He says: “Oh, if only we had a spider with us.”

“You flies don’t bite people. People are not there for biting. They are there for living but no for biting.”

Reproachfully Stefan said to Grete, after she had asked him again and again to clear away his things: “Don’t expectorate so much from me.”

”Mummy, what is expectorate acherly?”

[Ms. 1278 verso]

Letter to me./ Best wishes, come back soon, I am sad because I don’t see you anymore. Do you like it a lot in Heidelberg? How do you like it there, whether it is very nice? I am very gladly curious about how it looks there. Papa should bring me something back from Heidelberg. And how is it for him every day, can he sleep badly. Many many many thousands of birds he should bring me, which are not real, are made of cake. Thank you very much for the nice book. I like the nice book very much and the present that he is going to bring back with him. He should drag home lots of nice presents. Lots of best wishes. Thousand times. He should bring a nice little house back. I don’t like it here any more. Soon we are traveling to the Baltic and I would like to take Papa with me and Grete. That live in the other red house of the[?] Wagners.

Letter to me from Zingst / Dear Papa! I don’t don like it here in the house because Mrs Wunderlich is here. It was very nice on the Baltic. Best wishes, thank you very much for the new book. On the beach it looks very nice, nice mussels, we ate cooked ones but no the shell. He should come back very soon. [Have you written to Mummy that living in the Wagners’ house in Berlin? Nonsense? But I don want to.] Thousand times. That there is a spider in the window here. That when he comes back he should please come here. That I played with a girl. That we took books with us. That I had a dream. That I always eat at midday and breakfast. That there is a mirror here. Lots of love.

Letter to me from Zingst / Best wishes. Thousand times. I played—such lovely stars with building blocks—why does he have such a small case—I caught fish very small—seals—that I bathed—and that I plunged myself but not under—he should bring something with him, at most if he has a small case sweets. Among them thousand greetings. I bow.

He comes up from the garden, rings the bell, but has to wait for quite a long time. When Dora then opens the door, he says: “Yes yes that what it is like with stupid people. Yes yes that’s what it is like with stupid people. First they are good and then they don’t open the door.”

To Dora and Grete: “You are my nice funny faces.”

September 1922

After going to sleep: Mummy, I still have to ask you a few a lot of words. What is the dear Lord made from? / On another occasion: what is a leaf made from, what is a tree made from, what is a meat made from.

He looks at images of the catacombs in Bertuch. He starts to laugh very loudly and is amused by the strange poses of the skeletons. Mum, look here, is funny isn’t it? Later he learns the true meaning of the picture, from Grete, I guess. After this he snuggles up to Dora and says: Mummy, I didn’t know that they were already dead—I thought

[Ms. 1279 verso]

that they are still alive the men.—Later: Oh Mum, that is those ones again, those who died already.

Mummy, I am so scared in the toilet. Where you pull [the sound of the water] that afraided me away.

If one eats poisonous things, then one dies. Then one is buried. Some go up to the dear Lord. But so do even some children if they are very well-behaved.

He takes the Chinaman, a rubber doll that I brought him from Heidelberg, with him out onto the street. Dora impresses upon him that he should not let it be taken off him. He comes home again and relates how a boy almost took the doll away from him. Whereupon Dora says: he should only give, and never let things be taken away. Whereupon he: “But Mum don’t moan, I didn’t take it away from me, it was the other boy.”

Close by our house there is building work going on: on the street where the new structure is lie two large piles of bricks. I am approaching the new structure with Stefan and point out to him how quickly it is proceeding. Whereupon he: “But the other one isn’t.” After long questioning I discover that he thought the piles of bricks for the two new buildings were little houses.

To my mother: Does one do the same thing at the Unilibry as at the Unifursity?

Calling up to Dora’s window from the courtyard: You can imagine how good I am. I have specially seen these apples and pears lying in the garden. (With an armful of them)

He wants to speak to Dora and Grete and cannot, because Dora is telling Grete what to get at the market. Whereupon he says: Don’t, you undo the good behavior all the time. Don’t undo the good behavior all the time. (Very angry that his patience is constantly disappointed) You always take the naughty out again[?].

October 1922

After hearing the story of the [[image: images]] Flood he sings a song about it. It begins: When I was not yet on the worlte at all / My heart was already dead / My heart was already dead / And the beach began to swim forwards / And all the mountains and valleys were gone / And then the fire was gone too and the fairground screamed [spoken as commentary:] you see this is because the men were away.—After he has sung this, Dora requests that he repeat it. Whereupon: Mummy, those were not songs for you. They were only for little children. Mummy, I have got a lot more songs in my mouth, I will sing you all of them, tomorrow. (All of this was while he was sitting in bed.)

[Ms. 1279 verso]

Expressions of affection: “ultra mummy” instead of wonderful mummy.—One day when he meets Dora on the stairs, he says: “You happy monkey.”

November 1922

He goes outside with Grete. She points in the direction of the Gutkinds’ home and says, now he should go over to Pupps[?](the Gutkinds’ little girl) and into nursery school (where for a short time previously he was very unhappy). He tells Grete how nice it is in the [[image: images]] new nursery school as well and refuses to go to Pupps[?]. Finally he says: But you Know, I am not going to go there, but when I am big I will send my children there and then I will go there with them.

He repeats a song that he heard at nursery school: “…outside it is wafting foamily cold.”

January 1923

He hears that an old lady (in Breitenstein) has broken her arm. “But Mummy, it is not broken at all, because it is still hanging there.”

Asked if he gets along well with another child, and is being well-behaved, he says, since earlier there had been talk of how badly behaved they both were: Two ill-behaved children together are always well-behaved.

February 1923

He said quite unprompted: “Is Mister Miacca still alive?” And when Dora said yes: “When will we finally be rid of him?”

Furthermore he asked what it means when on some images people have napkin rings above their heads (presumably halos)

(December 1922) Report from his grandmother in Vienna: After the evening meal he reminded me of the chocolate. I said he could have it; I stick to my word; there are people who do not do that, but Grandpapa and I do not belong to them. He asks how people do that, not sticking to their word. I say: Well, they promise something that they then do not stick to. He: Yes, for example, they promise to go on the mountain and then do not do it.—I had indeed promised him that Papa would go on the famous mountain with him, if the weather allowed it.

Letter to Dora: Dear Mummy, lots of love. Dear Mummy, what kind of cake are you baking? I love you very much. Aunt Jetty gave me a piece of chocolate as a present. It was Hanukkah. I got a town and sweets and a clown. Lots of love Your little lamp

In Vienna, while eating, his grandmother asks him several times what he would like next. He says: “Now wait a bit; I can’t pull it out of my head, can I.”

[Ms. 1280 recto]

March 1923

Dear Mummy! I love you very much. Come home again soon. What is happening in Vienna? How are you? How are you, Pappa? And how is Grete? Say hello to Papa and Mommy and Dodo and Georg and Ida [my parents’ maid.] I am well, no, poorly because I have not seen you for so long. I love you very much. Frieda—I have to think about it, I don’t know what it is at the moment. Frieda is always here only one time did she go to sewing school. I just received an apple from Aunt Rosa, it is so big I will have to munch on it all night. I am sleeping in Peter’s room now and Peter has gone away. I send you lots of kisses. I love you very much. Steffen

Mum, why do I actually always feel so tummily when little Ernst goes over my face with his clawses[?]—What do you mean by tummily?—Here in my tummy. [January 1923]

August 1923

We encounter an ice-cream van while out walking. He discusses the difference between [[image: images]] ice for eating and “winter ice” and says: “winter ice is caught in winter.”

September 1923

He sees a box on my writing desk we [with?] bookmarks. Asks what it is. I show him their use in a book in which there are several. In response he says, after a short while: “Isn’t it because you were there, that bit interests you and you cannot [[image: images]] finish reading it.”

October 1923

He sees a man in a picture book standing morosely in front of a table. “What is he worried about? Because he is not married?”

He is rolling about on the carpet and Dora hears him say to himself: “That I don’t know that. If only I knew that. Well, one day I’ll know it.” Then he sees Dora. Pause. “Mummy, does one know everything.” “Yes, later (once one is with the dear Lord) one knows everything” “Well, then I will know it too.” Pause. “What will you know then?” “Well, nothing.” “Well, what did you mean about then you would know it.” “Well, why I am such a coward.” “But who said that you were a coward?” “Well, I can see it for myself, when I can’t go after the other children when they pester me and Grete said it too.”

I show him a new style of building for factories. He says: “How does the house see. It is totally unwindowed.”

November 1923

“There are beautiful witches too” he says, as I seek to convince him of the ugliness of a depicted figure by indicating that it is a witch.

December 1923

The word “rush” [Rausch] appeared in a fairytale and [I] asked him if he knew what it meant. “Yes, when someone has drunk a lot of wine and then it rustles inside.”

I read Stefan a fairytale in which a naughty goblin appears as the enemy of some dwarves. [image: images] Apparently he doesn’t quite understand it and I ask him: Whose enemy is the naughty goblin? Then he tries to deduce the object of enmity from its naughtiness and says: His parents.

[Ms. 1280 verso]

Someone was speaking of how “Mr Lehmann has his birthday at Christmas.” Stefan is of the opinion that he only celebrates Christmas. I ask him when his birthday is. “Easter” I tell him the date and: why on the eleventh of April. “Because I had on the fifth.” No. “Because I will be eleven years old.”

He sees some material with stripes. “Mummy, that is just like your strip-pynied dress.”

January 1924

Dora gives him some carob bread. He feels its surface and says: actually this is not like bread. It should be called chocolate-banana.

In a letter that he dictates to Dora for her mother in Vienna, he says while dictating: Mum, don’t write to her, she should send parcels. Perhaps she’ll send one just like that.

February 1924

He was invited over to Bubi Rothshild and later recounts: “When I was invited a girl said to me I should eat something. But I said: No thank you. But I was still hungry. But isn’t it right, one shouldn’t stuff oneself?” Dora: “Who said that to you?” He: “Well, nobody. Sometimes the dear Lord gives you something in your head, not only people.”—(After a pause)—Isn’t that right, Mummy, the dear Lord gave Adam and Eve a mind in their heads? And we get it then from them.—Mummy, do blackamoors also come from Adam and Eve?

March 1924

He complains about Dora going out so much. Dora: “One has to attend to all manner of things before embarking on a journey.” He: “Ah, so you mean it doesn’t matter, because we are not separated the whole time on the journey if we don’t see each other beforehand.”

“Mummy do you love me more than a flower?” Yes. “I love you more than a flower too; I love you even more than a green bush.”

“The priormeval ‘people’[?]” i.e. Prehistoric people.

Stern gave Dora a picture. Stefan asks: “Mummy what shall we give Uncle Stern back for the picture?” Dora: “Well, perhaps you would like to do a picture for him?” “But Mummy, picture for picture, that is not on.” (He usually likes painting very much, so it was not an excuse.)

“I am practicing songs, then Mummy writes them down and then they will be printed and we’ll get money.”

He asks how one gets the hens to always lay hard and soft eggs, just as one needs them.

[Ms. 1281 recto]

A conversation over the way[?]. While eating he asks (probably a sly way to bring the discussion round to such things, whether the dead Lord is [eating] his lunch. “No.” “I suppose that is the difference between Heaven and Earth then?”—In Heaven there is no eating.—”What is in it for me once the soul comes is in the Heaven, when I am dead. The soul has to come down then when it wants to eat.”

November 1924

We are riding on the electric tram. He asks whether the c surmises that the conductor has to learn the street names in advance in order to call them out and imagines that they do this by writing them out. (Just as he learns at school by transcribing.)

He sometimes calls the lines in the fable “roams” instead of “rows.”

In response to the question “what happened in school,” he took to answering for several days “ice”—and then the reply: “whether nice or horrible, it is of no interest to me …”

[Addendum from earlier: He sees a small girl (mimi) with a satchel (bagschool) walking along the street. But mimi, no take the books. They belong to Papa. (All books belong to Papa—said or “thought”)]

December 1924

We saw Snow White at the children’s theater. At the end Snow White forgives the evil queen. After a few weeks he comes back to it again and explains it in the following way: it is not possible to do that bit with the red-hot iron shoes. Therefore—because it is not possible to take real ones either—Snow White he has to forgive the stepmother. (Subsequently I find out that he heard it from Dora.)

March 1925

He wants to do something “weird” in bed. I: “The weirdest thing one can do in bed is sleep.—No, think. E.g. think of different varieties of apple.” In response to the question He is fantasizing about what he would wish for himself if he could wish for anything in the world. “That all of the whole ol’ money is removed from the world, so that you (Dora) don’t have to go to the office any more—and can read out loud to me all day long.”

“Mummy, all children love their mother more than their father—?—because one loves more the one who brings one up.”

June 1925

“Cheerful things” is what he calls certain apparatuses in the gym that he likes a lot: ladders and bars, as opposed to running in circles, [image: images] ropes.

[Ms. 1281 verso]

February 1925

Dora says to him that if she were a Catholic she could celebrate today, because it was her saint’s day. But Jews do not have saints.—Stefan: Well, what about Saint Moses?

December 1925

After returning from my journey I ask Stefan where they are with their religious education. Conversation about biblical history and why it does not extend until today. Finally he says: “when Joseph is in Egypt and marries the clergywoman or whatever she is called, such a genteel lady.”

I am reading a fairytale: Seafarers have got lost and do not know any longer where morning and evening are. I ask him what that means: “Well, the trees are so dense there, they simply couldn’t see anything any more, and they were completely lost.” “Trees in the middle of the ocean? Where do the trees come from then?” “Well they have reached the bank.”

He is absorbed by the infinity of numbers.—I am talking with him about grumbling and say, in reference to this: “Everything must have a limit.” “Everything does not have to have a limit. For example one can always count higher.” “Well yes, counting is an exception, but everything else has a limit.” “No everything does not have a limit. The Earth doesn’t have a limit.” “How come? The Earth does have limits.” “No, one can always go round and round it, again and again” (referring to its spherical form). “Well: in any case grumbling has a limit.” “Grumbling has no limit either. One can always say something more: Out Out Out Out Out for as long as one wants.”

Stefan speaks of “comical words” “Prince is a word with a star tied around it.” (That evening after multiple questions in bed he mentions a “serpent,” which [[image: images]] sometimes still has a crown—the explanation is: “a ‘serpent crest’[?].”

At the table Stefan says that in every single book it is always the case that the people one loves come off well. I say: “In your books that is always the case—later on for grown-ups there are books where that is not the case.” In response he laughs out loud and says: “Yes, a lover is killed!” (By “lover” he means, as it transpired, someone who is loved (by the reader) and the sentence “a lover is killed” he had read to his great amusement a few days previously on the cover of the Profile.9

“Stomach fright” for severe fright. (Similarly: “Shudderhorror”)

January 1926

He comes to me asking where my slippers are, not the small ones (those are his own) but “the fathers” of these. (Dora had said to him that he should ask after the “parents” of his slippers.

[Ms. 1282 recto]

Stefan holds colorful shiny paper against the light thereby, while shouting out over and over again: “German illusions”

Stefan distinguishes words “that one never hears about” from the others “sprained—one doesn’t hear about that one either. Well, those are more illnesses.”—“cmpul” Compulsion that comes from compel” (As an example of a word that one hears) Naughty—that is half and half, not exactly heard and not exactly unheard. (In the same manner he presents: well-behaved, change)—(according to Dora’s findings) words that clearly betoken things that are not easy to paraphrase (sausage) are “German.”

When Papa is asked if he knows what happens in all of the stories. Papa knows all of the stories in the whole world. “But Mummy knows all the fairytales too” Well, I mean knowing everything in the stories. That is magical. A magical Papa. Someone who has a magical Papa is a Sunday child.

He is called Tilly[?] and he has another father. Soon he is flying to him in England.

God Mummy—it is such a pity that I am not a Sunday child.—“Well you were born on a Thursday, that is very nice too.”—God Mummy couldn’t you have brought me into the world three days later—you could have pushed me back in again—Isn’t that possible then?

February 1926

He asks what a “pampire” (for vampire) is.

“My stomach is grinning”—Expression for when he is looking forward to something.

Mummy, the cat is laughing. It is really laughing. But I don’t know why it is laughing. It is laughing even when I don’t say anything funny. But perhaps cat jokes are different.

March 1926

For a long time he got into the habit of always asking: “Mummy, who do you prefer: me or a piece of chocolate flake (or a spoon, or [image: images] ticket, or a lion etc.) To which the answer: a chocolate flake, because I can suck on it (or something equivalent) To which he says: you can suck on me too (etc) Dora: Well, then I prefer you.

He is talking about the prefaces in the notes (or prefaces) in the fairytale books, where the fairytale motives are itemized and says, that he reads them too. “They are almost lots of [image: images] little fairytales again all at once.”

He is lying in bed, pulls his pyjamas up. I ask: why? “It is modern, you know. … One has to see the stomach, the navel, at all times, because then one knows what holds one together.” (“It is modern, you know” has been one of his turns of phrase for a while.)

[Ms. 1282 verso]


“Drink water by the light of the moons
imagine, it would be champagnackwine” (old, still recited)



He has some tinfoil in his hand, on one side it is silver, on the other gold. Lies in bed and asks me which I prefer. I say: the golden side. He says: Me too, one can sleep better with that.

August 1926

From the improvised songs that came into fashion for a while: “Skeleton dance is the order of the day / In the forest, in the forest, in the forest the skeletons are clacking … They have no flesh on their chests any more … (And then in the middle of a wild pantomimic dance:) the carpet won’t get any better from this (after that it continues as before: the whole is a development of the quotation “And the skeleton fails, crush’d to atoms” from the ballad by Goethe,10 that Dora used to read to him at the time.—In addition there were also “stork songs.”)

Games from around this time in the garden with Möller: Limited Company. Kempinski11

As I am going away I bid farewell to Stefan, who is about to have a bath, with the words: have lots of fun in the bath. He responds: “have lots of joy in the town.”

While at the table he asks whether the female bear ar female bear also suffers pain when she brings her young into the world, and in response to the answer “yes,” why? Because they have not been in Paradise.

He lets it be known that he is writing a novel “The chree[?] Spheres.”

October 1926

He is writing a novel called “The Room” in instalments that appear each morning and evening. The “novel” are drawings, the text on the page messages about the newspaper, the caption on one of them “I suppose you understand that one can call this novel.”

Letter to Vienna from 9 October: “Dear Mama! Berlin, 9 October Now as I am writing to yoou, there was such a storm that the trees fell over. The birds in the cage were cheeping engagefully and then suddenly the sun threw a ray away, but thenn there was a storm against. Hopefully yoou are well. Afterwards the birds snuggled each other. Thenn one ate, so [image: images] daintily. Once again best regards [stamp] [stamp] 9. 1926 (on the back drawings of bird[s], of stamps and other things.

After his bath Stefan is ranting in bed. He has a picture book with which he is larking around. He had written something down (at the front, maybe earlier): “It is very thin, but one can get fat from cleverness.” I take it away from him and want to turn off the lights. “One doesn’t read at night.” He[image: images] wants to have it back: “Otherwise the darkness will read it and will remain dark for ever.” “Book to book, book of books.”

[Ms. 1283 recto]

November 1926

He shows me a sheet on which are stuck various words clipped out of newspapers, printed namely on yellow paper (the newspaper was yellow). It reads: “Stefan’s efficiency—beauty.” I say: “A messed-up beauty.” (The letters words were cut out poorly.) He: “Here one sees just how beautiful people can become through yellowness—like the Chinese.”

He said to Dora: “Mummy, now I am thinking about gruesomeness”12 “Well, may the devil claim you.” “Oh, but now I am thinking about ‘greensomeness’ or ‘whitesomeness’”.

February 1927

“Twinslight”—instead of twilight

Shortly beforehand, [image: images], I heard the formulation “laterly” (He has been saying “earlierly” instead of “early” forever)

He was [image: images] at the Pestalozzi celebration. I ask him about the various performances, and finally also whether there had not been any music there. He says: “yes, a singer.” But she pulled so many funny faces. “She hardly ever showed herself in her true form.”

March 1927

Dora was talking with him one morning and told him about words that he used to pronounce incorrectly, when he was little. E.g., he always said “gratophoph” instead of “photograph.” He says: “I suppose I mixed it up with ‘philosopher.’”

I ring home. Stefan comes to the telephone. I say: “Can I talk to Mummy?” Stefan: Mummy is outside. She is showing someone out. (It was Hans Wiszwianski[?]) I ask: “Who is that then?” “A man.” “Who?” “A strange bandit with whom she is secretly courting.

He comes home from school. I ask him what happened. He talks of a woman who they saw from the Spreewald area “with a kinda tablecloth behind her.”

Dora overhears him saying to the cat: “Yes you are nice, you are concrete too. But Pazzi is abstract, no one wants him.” (Pazzi is a singing teacher who they dislike extremely, and who lately, just like “famous Böhme” is a permanent feature in his reports of school.)


[image: images]

Fig. 5.3



October 1927

He has built a town in the garden, “Substancnick on the Substance”

January 1928

Conversation with Dora about war. Dora says: Perhaps everyone would be against war if they only thought about how it hits everyone and how they too will die, but they only ever think: it won’t happen to me, it’ll happen to somebody else: Stefan: That is why they have

Fig. 5.3 [Ms. 1283 verso]

to sing those songs as well “I had a chum … it carried him away.” It would be better if it went “It carried me away,” then they might prefer to stay at home. Later he elucidated: Everyone thinks that the other person is the chum who is hit by it and yet it has to hit someone.

Essay on the proverb: “Do unto others as you would have done to you.”

“Do unto others as you would have done to you.”

In our German waters just as in those of the countries lying to the south or southeast of Europe the frog sings its evening song often for hour after hour. Everyone has come across him croaking. His main source of food is insects, flies and bugs. The proverb “Do unto others as you would have done to you” can be considered in relation to animals and people. Is there not on almost every day of celebration chicken or goose? Yes, animals are slaughtered. How would it be if somebody slaughtered us? (Except, of course, for (!) death which happens to both person and animal.) Man is the most powerful and almost everything must succumb to him. The wily too indeed. Is it not an eternal struggle between the Lord of the Jungle (the tiger) and us. But with the proverb it seems that the matter is required only between quite similar creations.

March 1928

Stefan cuts out money. To do this he clips out the figures and mint-marks from little strips of paper. E.g. [strips of paper stuck in]

Once he pointed out: that is a Geu. A Geu has 10 Ara, an Ara has 10 Halfs[?]

April 1928

Berlin, 4. 15. 1928.

Dearest Grandparents! Many thanks! Märklin13 offer an extension, which I have got quite far with. I have just built a        with many, many gears. Out of all the stamps the ones I like especially are the Swedish and Polish stamps. The old German ones seem almost even nicer, which may be tru too. Unfortunately Palestine is not in the album. But it is possible to include a supplementary leaf, so that is all right!


[image: images]

Fig. 5.4



October 1928

Stefan enters (I don’t know through w answers (me or Dora, I can’t remember) with a loud “yes” as he enters my room. I say: What are you doing coming in my room with your unwashed “yes”? Stefan: It is not unwashed. I: ? Stefan: I washed my neck, and so I also washed my “yes” at the same time.

January 1929

He is building towers and gates, etc. which he has done a lot recently. He explains what they are: These are Turkish conquests. That is from the Christian religion. That is from the castle religion. That is from the battlement religion.

Fig. 5.4 [Ms. 1284]

March 1929

All through the winter the game “Mr Quambusch.” After lunch. Quambusch. The name of a correspondent. “Mr Quambusch, Mr Quambusch”—with these words Stefan leaps around the room. I chase him and he finishes by fleeing under the grand piano where he continues his maneuver with badinages.

Homemade stamps

[four stamps glued in]

11 April 1929

Stefan received a stamp album for his eleventh birthday. That evening he said: “The word ‘album’ is the only one that signifies for me a flight, a flight into the wonderful, what one otherwise only dreams of.”

March 1932

During a chess game with him, Dora, impatient for his move: “Do it, one could wait the soul to leave one’s body.” Stefan: “This is not a waiting room for souls.”


 

1Throughout this manuscript a variety of solutions have been employed to convey the puns and distortions of language. Puns have been reproduced as accurately as possible. Shifts of consonants have tried to imitate something of the sonic effect, even when different letters are involved. Where it has been impossible to render the punning effect into English, an interpolation is made in the text, in italics. Otherwise, efforts have been made to transfer at least something of Stefan’s linguistic inventiveness into English.



2Where the manuscript is unclear the editors have added [?] after the word or words in question. Some other editorial interpolations are also between square brackets in sans serif.

3Ernst Schoen was a long-standing friend of Benjamin. Dora had an affair with him for a while in 1921 and thus he is one of the reference points in Benjamin’s essay on Goethe’s Elective Affinities.

4Friedrich Justin Bertuch’s 12-volume Picture-Book for Children was published in Weimar between 1792 and 1830. It contained one thousand colored and high-quality copperplate illustrations and countless other images, from the eruption of Vesuvius to the patent of an English washing machine. Many animals were illustrated in its pages. It was a book that Benjamin and Dora often showed to Stefan.

5Dora’s maiden name.

6Florens Christian Rang, 1864–1924, a writer and theologian.

7At Breitenstein in Austria there was a sanatorium owned by Dora’s aunt. The Benjamins spent periods there.

8Weltenraum, the word for “outer space” is transposed by Stefan into Raupenfell, the word for “larval fur”—the translation here (“spacer out”) does not convey this sense, but imitates only the transposition of consonants.

9Der Querschnitt was a magazine of “art and culture,” which appeared between 1921 and 1936, edited by Alfred Flechtheim and H. v. Wedderkop in Berlin.

10From Goethe’s poem “Der Totentanz” [1815]. This line is from the English version “Dance of Death,” translated by Edgar Alfred Bowring.

11A Berlin restaurant chain.

12The word is Grausamkeiten. Its first syllable grau is the word for gray. Stefan coins other versions using grün, green, and weiß, white.

13German toy company, best known for model railways.
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Daintiest Quarters

Notebooks

I carry the blue book with me everywhere and speak of nothing else. And I am not the only one—other people too beam with pleasure when they see it. I have discovered that it has the same colours as a certain pretty Chinese porcelain: its blue glaze is in the leather, its white in the paper and its green in the stitching. Others compare it to shoes from Turkistan. I am sure that there is nothing else of this kind as pretty in the whole of Paris, despite the fact that, for all its timelessness and unlocatedness, it is also quite modern and Parisian.

To Alfred Cohn, July 21, 1927, GB III, p. 273

He owned many tiny notebooks, not only for taking notes, but also for writing down the titles of all the books he read. Yet another one was reserved for excerpts from his readings, destined later to become epigraphs.

Jean Selz, “Benjamin on Ibiza,” in Selz, p. 359

Notebooks are part of the fundamental equipment of writers, artists, architects, scientists, in short, all intellectuals who devise things—thoughts, images—that they need to record and register. Notebooks are handy traveling companions, places for the safekeeping of drafts. They provide storage space for ideas and data. When necessary they can release sheets to be passed on or inserted into another context. They make plain their owners’ modes of thinking and working. Some are famous: Lichtenberg’s waste books, the octavo notebooks in which Goethe conceived Poetry and Truth, Kafka’s quarto copybooks, Tucholsky’s Q diaries, Thomas Mann’s notebooks, the black Efalin books with Brecht’s Fatzer fragment, Proust’s Carnets or Joyce’s Finnegans Wake notebooks at Buffalo.

Benjamin’s notebooks are a special case. Their owner devoted an unusually great amount of attention to them. Indeed, he promoted a cult around them. First and foremost this applied to the high value that he assigned to their features (format, cover, binding, paper, etc.). But it was also true of their mode of usage and their wandering possession, both of which were not without extravagant traits. Once it is known that Benjamin called One-Way Street a “notebook,” because he did not think that the label “book of aphorisms” was appropriate, it is clear that there is nothing incidental here.

Six notebooks and three notepads are preserved in Walter Benjamin’s archive. A seventh notebook, bound in vellum, is now situated amongst Gershom Scholem’s bequest in Jerusalem. In addition there are countless notes on torn-out sheets whose physical qualities often provide pointers for dating or the context of their composition. At least one “blue octavo notebook,” one “Soennecken lecture notebook” and a “long parchment book” are missing. The “sizable notebook with flexible parchment binding,” which is now in Jerusalem, was especially prized by Benjamin, and he wrote of it: “Using it has produced in me a shameful weakness for this extremely thin, transparent, yet excellent stationery, which I am unfortunately unable to find anyplace around here” (Correspondence, p. 345). The chamois-colored paper of a notebook bound in cardboard, with notes, drafts of critiques and diary entries from the years 1929–1934, is thicker and has—crosswise and longwise—a fine line structure (figs 6.3 and 6.4).

The almost magical quality that they possessed for their owner is not only due to their choice materials, but also relates to a particular relationship of exchange: Some notebooks were presents from Benjamin’s school friend Alfred Cohn (1892–1954), who worked as a salesman in Berlin, Mannheim, and Barcelona and had bookbinding skills. In January 1929 Benjamin submitted a proposal to Cohn: “The fabulous parchment notebook that I received from you has suddenly been put to intensive use and I cannot contemplate the prospect of soon having to write homeless thoughts again. So I had the following thought: If you can, make me another book just like it and, in exchange, I will give you the one I have written in, which holds just about all of the drafts that I have completed recently” (GB III, p. 433). In this way the notes accrued an addressee, a potential reader, whom the author could obligate to not only store the notebook, in which there was a lot of unpublished material, but also, at the same time, to allow him access to it at any time.

Gratitude to the supplier of the means of production was conceptualized by the producer in a complex of images that accorded with his concern for the welfare of his treasured product. On January 2, 1933 he appealed to Cohn—with echoes of the phrase “homeless thoughts”: “Perhaps you don’t know how nice it is to see the changing and disparate thoughts of so many years always hospitably accommodated in the daintiest and cleanest quarters, which you have assigned them” (GB IV, p. 153). The user keeps the notebooks neatly—there are no blots. And these are temporary resting places; he would have had to call printings “houses.”

Benjamin always utilized several notebooks in parallel. Alongside the booklets in which he wrote his diary, described his travels, fixed his ideas, drafted texts and letters and composed literature, he kept up the recording of entries in a little book that was a Catalogue of Items Read. Jean Selz observed such a variety of uses at work. And he must also have seen a booklet that contained a “collection of epigraphs.” Amongst them were the following: “‘Just as every town signifies a giant play room to a Gulliver, even the most scientific book contains its author’s playthings.’ / Else Lasker-Schüler / Concert Berlin / 1932” or “‘Attendre, c’est la vie’ / Victor Hugo.” Ironically, coming from a contrasting direction, that is to say starting from the end, the collector added another function to the notebook, in compiling a Catalogue of Curious Book Titles. These sound as if they are derived from the high spirits of the University of Muri but are actually not contrived: “Mü[l]ler, A.W.: The Sacrosanct Foreskin of Christ in the Cult and Theology of the Papish Church Berlin 1907,” “Whether Animals Are Sathan? Examined in Writing and Reasonn and answered by J.F.B., an Evangelical Theologo Bremen 1740” or “F.J. Egenter: Secret Tragedies With a Sequel The Infallible Lpz 1873 [A small volume of banal lyric poems].”

The amount that Benjamin’s minimal handwriting could accommodate in the notebooks is astonishing. The parchment notebook in Scholem’s papers alone contains on its sixty-three pages the drafts or complete transcriptions of over twenty works, including the early Hölderlin essay, the Surrealism essay and the review of the premiere of Brecht’s play The Mother.

“Avoid haphazard writing materials,” recommends Benjamin in The Writer’s Technique in Thirteen Theses. The notebooks show that the theses epitomize his own mode of work. “Let no thought pass incognito, and keep your notebook as strictly as the authorities keep their register of aliens” (SW 1, p. 458). However, this is not to be taken completely literally, for, in practice, Benjamin crisscrossed his notebooks with writing, as he told Cohn (Correspondence, p. 345). The entries begin on different parts of the page and follow various directions. Texts are interrupted and continued several pages later. Entries are obliterated, mostly crossed out, as a sign that passages have been transferred to another manuscript.

Benjamin once characterized notepads as a “technical thesaurus” (GB III, p. 274). The archiving function of the notebooks encouraged him to write. He was fueled by the ambition to fill them and, in view of the intended recipient, it was not a matter of indifference for him what their contents were. At the same time the notebooks exerted a certain disciplinary pressure. To begin a new one was quite a challenge.

The notebooks are a medium that connects author and work. They are stages where thinking and writing take place, quarries, fields for experimentation, on which thoughts can be gathered, structured, discarded, formed anew—creatively and sometimes chaotically. The notebooks hold up a mirror to the author’s face. In it Benjamin’s preferences and peculiarities can be discerned. He worked on several texts simultaneously. He had a weakness for small forms, quotations, and aphoristic diminutions. And he did not want to carry out his work in enclosed conditions, sealed off from reality. Rather he loved to write while on the move, on the street, in the café, on his travels—wherever he happened to find himself. Could he have found a more faithful companion for all that than his notebooks?
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Fig. 6.3

Julien Green1


“Nous qui sommes bornés en toute chose, pourquoi le sommes nous si peu dans la souffrance?”2 This question by Marivaux was one of those lucid formulations with which detachment or distance from the matter sometimes bestows the intellect. For no epoch lies further from the contemplation of suffering than the French Enlightenment. It is from such a distance that Marivaux coined so convincing a phrase. But Julien Green, who placed these words as a motto at the beginning of his Adrienne Mesurat, knows what is at stake here. It is a question of passion. Not only in this novel, but in his work as a whole, for across his oeuvre suffering is, to all intents and purposes, the dominant, if not the sole reproach. But anyone who begins to look into how suffering can become so exclusively the object of poetic creation soon comes up against Julien Green’s distance from not only the analytical psychology of a Marivaux, but also from any sort of psychological speculation about people. Anyone who sets out to study man from a human or humanist perspective—one is tempted to say the perspective of a layperson—would definitely have to depict him as a so-called rounded human being, that is to say as a person who enjoys life, is healthy and active. But for the theological genius, the human being reveals himself most profoundly and since time immemorial in passio. Of course this is not to be taken on without the double meaning inherent in the Latin: that entanglement of suffering and passion, with which passion mounts up as a world-historical massif, as a watershed between the religions. The disconcerting, sparse work of Julien Green has its origin in these inhospitable heights. From these sprang tragic myth as much as Catholic myth, the heathen passio of Oedipus Rex, of Electra, of Aia, just as did the pious God-given one of Christ. Here, at the point of indifference, the poet scales the summit of myth in order to chart the state of contemporary man in the vestiges of his passio.

Creaturely suffering as such is, of course, timeless. But the passions on which passio nourishes itself are not. This passion—that is the basic motif of passion—does not only offend against the command of God; it also commits an outrage against the natural order. That is why it rouses the destructive forces of the whole cosmos. What befalls the passionate is not so much divine judgment as the revolt of nature against those who disturb its peace and disfigure its face. This profane fate is not meted out on passion through God but through itself. Indeed, it is the work of chance. It made an appearance when Green published his last and most mature book, Leviathan: here the destruction of the suffering person takes place less internally, sharper in its external entanglement than for the silent female sufferers of his earlier books. And it did not lack critics, who, by denying the author their allegiance, evinced how far they had remained from the center of the other works too. Green honored this externality, this most extrinsic aspect with the same rights as Calderon, the greatest master of dramatic passio, unmatched until the current day, in whose plays the most Baroque entanglement, the most mechanical providential guidance lie at the base of the construction. Chance is the godforsaken figure of necessity. That is why for Green the discarded innerness of passion is, in all truthfulness, so completely under the domination of the external that passion is fundamentally nothing other than the agent of chance for the creature. This passion, though, has a strict historical signature in Green. Greed, imperiousness, indolence of the heart, pride—in this work each of his vices stands out in figures of allegorical incisiveness, and yet the thing that flogs his people in their most inner being is not to be found in the old Christian canon of the Deadly Sins. More likely whoever might wish to adumbrate the genius and curse of the living in theological concepts would stumble upon the latest and, in a hellish sense, most modern vice: impatience. Emily Fletcher, Adrienne Mesurat, Paul Guéret—darting flames of impatience who flicker in the draft of fate. Is this the reason why these old-fashioned, atrophied provincial existences still manage to affect the reader? Does Green wish to show—this is how one might explain his work apologetically—what would have happened to this generation if it had not been able to satiate its wasting impatience on such massive accelerations of movement, of communication, of pleasure? Or would he rather show the destructive energies that correspond to the proudest achievements in the interior of this generation and which only await the opportunity to multiply a thousandfold in destructive processes that accelerate this tempo to unsuspected speeds? Certainly he “wants” none of all of this. For everything—look, voice, gait—about this man is alertness, the attitude of a man patiently waiting for the one, essential thing.

Patience, that is the word that contains within itself all the virtues of this author and, at the same time, everything that is lacking in his heroes. The man who knows so much about these frenzied people looks steadfastly and with wide eyes. His face has the symmetry and pale olive tone of a Spaniard. In the irreproachable nobility of his voice there is something that appears to resist many words, and, equally, his handwriting arrives on light soles with its transparent, unornamented characters. One would like to speak of letters that have learnt to renounce. The hardest thing is to conceptualize the childlike attitude that announces itself in such a confession: he once said that he had not been given the task of depicting only the simplest events, experienced by him himself. There is nothing more incomprehensible for someone who is searching for some sort of bridge to the commonly accepted concept of the novel, this cobbled
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Greetings from Angelus

(To Walter on 15 July, 1921)


I hang nobly on the wall

Looking at nobody at all.

I have been from heaven sent,

A man of angelic descent.

The human within me is good

And does not interest me

I stand in the care of the highest

And do not need a face

From whence I come, that world

Is measured, deep, and clear.

What keeps me together in one piece

Is a wonder, it would appear.

In my heart stands the town

Whence God has sent me

The angel who bears this seal

Does not fall under its spell.

My wing is ready to beat,

I am all for turning back.

For even staying in timeless time

Would not grant me much fortune.

My eye is darkest black and full,

My gaze is never blank.

I know what I am to announce

And many other things.

——

I am an unsymbolic thing

My meaning is what I am.

You turn the magic ring in vain.

I have no sense.
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Humor

Humor is jurisdiction without judgment, i.e. without a word. While the joke rests essentially on the word—and that is the reason for its relationship to mysticism, as emphasized by Schlegel—humor rests on enforcement. The humorous act is the act of enforcement without judgment. Language has words that lose their character as words in enforcement; for example those that appear as dotted in texts. Such is the swearword, as a word-forming act of enforcement advanced against humor—In humor one does not laugh about a person: rather laughter, indeed loud laughter, belongs as a part of humor. It is participation in the act of enforcement. Humor without laughter is none. In humor one allows the object as such to be served with justice. It is the paradoxical case of a jurisdiction that enforces right wordlessly without attention

Fig. 6.7 (see below, pp. 166–7)

A Berlin Chronicle

For my dear Stefan

Now let me call back those who introduced me to the city. For although the child, in his solitary games, grows up in closest proximity to the city, he needs and seeks guides to its wider expanses, and the first of these—for a son of wealthy middle-class parents like me—are sure to have been nursemaids. With them I went to the Zoo—although I recall it only from much later, with blaring military bands and “Scandal Avenue” (as the adherents of Jugendstil [Art Nouveau] dubbed this promenade)—or, if not to the Zoo, to the Tiergarten. I believe the first “street” I thus discovered that no longer had anything habitable or hospitable about it, emanating forlornness between the shopfronts and even danger at the crossings, was Schillstrasse; I like to imagine that it has altered less than others in the West End and that it could even now accommodate a scene rising irresistibly from the mist: the saying of the life of “little brother.” The way to the Tiergarten led over Herkules Bridge, whose gently sloping embankment must have been the first hillside the child encountered—accentuated by the fine stone flanks of the lion rising above. At the end of Bendlerstrasse, however, began the labyrinth, not without its Ariadne: the maze surrounding Frederick William III and Queen Louise, who, rising sheer from the flower beds on their illustrated, Empire-style plinths, seemed as if petrified by the runes that a little rivulet inscribed in the sand. Rather than the figures, my eyes sought the plinths, since the events taking place on them, if less clear in their ramifications, were closer in space. But that a particular significance attaches to this Hohenzollern labyrinth I find confirmed even now by the utterly unconcerned, banal appearance of the forecourt on Tiergartenstrasse, where nothing suggests that you stand but a few yards from the strangest place in the city. At that time, it is true, it must have corresponded more than closely to what was waiting behind it, for here, or not far away, were the haunts of that Ariadne in whose proximity I learned for the first time (and was never entirely to forget) something that was to make instantly comprehensible a word that, since I was scarcely three, I cannot have known: love. Here the nursemaid supervenes,
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Fig. 6.8 (see below, p. 168)

Spain, 1932

The first images worth pondering in San Antonio: the interiors that can be glimpsed through open doors whose bead curtains have been gathered to one side. Defying the shadows, the gleaming white of the walls stands out. And in front of the wall, to the rear, there are usually two to four chairs in a strict symmetrical arrangement. Much can be gleaned from them as they sit there, unpretentious in form but with strikingly beautiful wickerwork, all highly presentable. No collector could hang expensive rugs or pictures on his hallway walls with greater pride than the farmer who puts out his chairs in the otherwise bare room. Moreover, they are not just chairs. They change their function instantly when a sombrero is hung on the back of one of them. And in this new arrangement the straw hat appears no less precious than the chair. And it will no doubt generally be the case that in our well-furnished rooms, equipped with every conceivable comfort, there will be no place for what is truly precious, because there is no room for utensils. Chairs and clothes, locks and rugs, swords and planes can all be precious. And the true secret of their value is the sobriety, the austerity, of the living space they inhabit. It means that they do not simply occupy, visibly, the space they belong in, but have the scope to perform a variety of unforeseen functions which enables them constantly to surprise us anew. This is what makes them precious and elevates them above the level of a common object.

A dream from the first or second night of my stay in Ibiza. I went home late—it was not actually my house, but rather a splendid apartment house in which, in my dream, I had put up the Seligmanns. Suddenly, close to the building’s entrance, a woman came out of a side street toward me, and as she passed she whispered, as quickly as she was walking, “I’m going to tea! I’m going to tea!” I did not yield to the temptation to follow her but instead went into the Seligmanns’ apartment, where an unpleasant scene took place, in the course of which their son pulled me by the nose. Protesting vigorously, I slammed the door behind me. Scarcely was I outside again than the same woman darted up to me from the same side street, with the same words, and this time I followed her. To my disappointment,
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Ibizan Sequence3

Revolution and festival

Distance and images

Soviet dream

Once is as good as never

Attempt to give everything in life a consequence

Proust note

Memoirs

Roulette

On the press

Narrative and healing

Style of recollections




 

1There are some crossings-out and symbols on the manuscript that have not been communicated here.



2In the published version, Benjamin corrected inaccuracies in this citation from Marivaux’s La vie de Marianne: “Nous qui sommes bornées en tout, comment le sommes-nous si peu lorsqu’il s’agit de souffrir?” (GS II.1 p. 328). The sentiment in both is as follows: Why is it that we who are limited in so many respects find hardly any limits when it is a question of suffering?

3These headings do not correspond to those found in the published piece titled Ibizan Sequence (SW 2:2, pp. 587–94). However, these headings do correspond to short pieces that appeared in other contexts subsequently. For example, “Distance and Images” appeared in Short Shadows (II), published in the Kölnische Zeitung in February 1933 (See SW 2:2, pp. 700–1); “Narrative and Healing” was published in the Frankfurter Zeitung on November 15, 1933; “Once Is as Good as Never” appeared in a Swiss magazine called Der öffentliche Dienst in 1934.
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Travel Scenes

Picture Postcards

Don’t take offence: my speciality is precisely such antiquarian postcards.

GB III, p. 82

There are people who think they find the key to their destinies in heredity, others in horoscopes, others again in education. For my part, I believe that I would gain numerous insights into my later life from my collection of picture postcards, if I were to leaf through it again today. The main contributor to this collection was my maternal grandmother, a decidedly enterprising lady, from whom I believe I have inherited two things: my delight in giving presents and my love of travel. If it is unclear what the Christmas holidays—which cannot be thought of without the Berlin of my childhood—meant for the first of these passions, it is certain that none of my boys’ adventure books kindled my love of travel as did the postcards with which she supplied me in abundance from her far-flung travels. And because the longing we feel for a place determines it as much as does its outward image, I shall say something about these postcards.

SW 2:2, pp. 620–1

Buying, writing, sending, receiving, reading, and collecting picture postcards featured in Walter Benjamin’s life from childhood into his adult years. He enjoyed all the uses of a medium that was barely as old as he. The first polychrome picture postcard, manufactured according to a photographic template, appeared three years after his birth. Such postcards were not simply a novelty: they were also cheap enough to be purchased by masses of people. Bringing home images of a trip to Italy or sending a tableau of one’s home town to friends and relations was something previously restricted to the wealthy. With the invention of the picture postcard it was possible for those of lesser means to show to other people places and things that they themselves had seen. Just two months after their introduction more than two million pictorial postcards had been bought. And ever more new cards were produced; within a short period, virtually every locality, every village, many railway stations, hotels and restaurants had their own picture postcards.

But picture postcards were not only bought and sent en masse. They were also quick to become items that inflamed the passions of collectors, and Benjamin too fell victim. Picture postcards from his grandmother—a “decidedly enterprising lady,” whose wide-flung seafaring and camel rides filled Walter the child with awe—formed the cadre of his collection and remained for him a source of fascination. Losing himself in the postcards’ world of images, he soon undertook dream-journeys to “Tabarz, Brindisi, Madonna di Campiglio” and across the world’s oceans with the “bows of the ‘Westerland’ slicing high through the waves” (SW 2:2, p. 621). He hoarded his picture postcards like a valuable treasure, stored them in three collector’s albums, alongside other valuables, in a small “locker hidden beneath the seat” by the window, his favorite spot (SW 3, p. 399). Picture postcards were his first great collecting passion. Later on, in his notes and texts, Benjamin concerned himself with the theoretical aspects of collecting. For him collecting is “a form of practical memory” (AP, p. 205) and a “primal phenomenon of study” (AP, p. 210).

When did Benjamin begin to write and send postcards himself? The earliest indication is in a letter to his school friend Herbert Blumenthal. On July 15, 1910, his eighteenth birthday, Benjamin wrote to him, while on holiday with his family in Vaduz: “I haven’t yet received a single line from you in response to my many postcards” (Correspondence, p. 3). For Benjamin, these written cards were not only greetings from afar. He requested their return from the recipient once back home again. Nine days later he wrote from St Moritz: “At any rate, I hope you are holding on to the other ones, if not for you, then as a memento for me” (GB I, p. 18). These cards became part of his illustrated memory as well as a starting point for his literary efforts. In 1911 he went on his final family holiday. On this occasion too he sent cards and letters and kept a travel diary. But something had changed. The diary, up until now a private travel journal with precise details written up every day, was to become a literary compendium, composed only in retrospect using letters, notes, and postcards. He described the change to his friend Herbert Blumenthal: “And then there are an abundance of impressions and thoughts, which ought to be captured quickly or polished and spun out, and which belong in a diary. But nothing has come of it. Simply because of their abundance and my lack of time. What I have written to date is bad, but to be sure there are few more difficult tasks for a writer than a diary; I have learnt from this attempt and have planned a very different arrangement for next year. I have to go now. Hold on to my letters please. Perhaps I might like to borrow them off you some time in the future in order to reconstruct a diary” (GB I, p. 42).

As announced, he did indeed devise a rather novel form for the diary My Travels in Italy Whitsun 1912. “The journey will emerge only from the diary that I am about to write. In it I hope what occurs is the development of the whole essence, that calm, self-evident synthesis, which a sentimental journey requires and which constitutes its essence. This seems all the more necessary to me since no individual experiences ever absolutely forcefully shaped the impression of this whole trip. Nature and art equally culminated everywhere in what Goethe calls ‘solidity.’ And no adventure, no desire for adventure on the part of the soul presented a potent or charming enough backdrop” (GS VI, p. 252). This type of travelogue was later developed in a series of masterly little “travel scenes”—such as Moscow, San Gimignano or Naples—which were published in various newspapers and magazines.

Over the course of the years the medium of the picture postcard itself became a focus of his philosophical interests. In 1924/1925 he planned a publication that was intended to include an essay on the “Aesthetics of the Picture Postcard” (compare GS VI, p. 694). It would appear that this publishing plan collapsed, but his interest in a written confrontation with the phenomenon of the picture postcard remained, as can be discerned in a letter to Siegfried Kracauer in June 1926: “If you pursue further the skewed bits of the petty-bourgeois stage of dreams and desires, then I think you will come across wonderful discoveries and perhaps we will meet each other at a point which I have been gauging with all my energy for a year without being able to hit it in the center: the picture postcard. You may perhaps one day write that salvation of the stamp collection for which I have been waiting for so long without wanting to chance it” (GB III, p. 177). Benjamin did actually “chance” the “salvation of the stamp collection” in the wonderful text “Stamp Shop,” which appeared in the Frankfurter Zeitung on August 9, 1927 and was published in One-Way Street in 1928.

From 1924 onwards Benjamin spent most of his life traveling. He traveled across Spain and Italy, visited Riga, Paris, Marseille and Monaco, Moscow, Toulon, Nice, Corsica and he went on a cruise to Norway, Finland, and the Arctic Circle. Time after time he was drawn to Paris, where he would, as he told Gershom Scholem, have gladly settled, “because he found that city’s atmosphere so much to his liking” (Scholem, Friendship, p. 158). In all of these places he went on a search for special postcards; so, for example, in Moscow: “It was also today that I discovered some fabulous postcards, the kind I had long been looking for, old white elephants from the czarist days, primarily colored pictures on pressed cardboard, also views of Siberia” (Moscow Diary, p. 76).

In summer 1929 he made a week-long trip to the Tuscan town San Gimignano and on the journey back to Berlin he visited Volterra and Siena. A number of the postcards in the bequest stem from this sojourn.

In April 1932 he boarded a ship in Hamburg and sailed via Barcelona to the island of Ibiza, which was in those days a little-known place, far away from the beaten track of tourism. He described the beauty of the island in “Ibizan Sequence,” a series of short meditations that was published in the Frankfurter Zeitung on June 4, 1932.

In March 1933 he set off on a second journey to Ibiza. On this occasion, however, he did not undertake the trip for pleasure. He did not travel voluntarily. When he visited Ibiza in 1932 he stayed there for a few months, and then at the end of his visit traveled back to Berlin as usual, back to his native land, back to his home. But in 1933 he was compelled to leave Germany. As a Jew and a left-wing critic, his life was in severe danger. Anti-Semitic attacks were commonplace in the German Reich, even before 1933, but with the assumption of power by the National Socialists the disenfranchisement and persecution of the Jewish population became state policy. His second sojourn on the island was spent as a refugee, a stateless person, who did not know what the future would bring, nor how and where, and from what he was supposed to live. He had been expelled from his home, forced to leave behind his carefully administrated archive, his books, and his collections. Many of his writings, materials, and notes were saved with the help of friends, but it seems that most of his picture postcards were lost. His bequest holds just a few picture postcards from Italy, which he presumably bought during his final trip to Tuscany, and also a few cards from the islands of Ibiza and Mallorca, which he probably acquired in order to send them to others or as mementos.

In 1932, while on Ibiza as a visitor, Benjamin wrote “Berlin Chronicle.” In this piece too there are reminiscences about his postcard collection: “It was a noisy, cheerful evening, but all the more silent was the journey there, through a snow-covered, unknown Berlin spreading about me in the gaslight. It stood in the same relation to the city I knew as that most jealously guarded of my postcards, the depiction of the Halle Gate in pale blue on a darker blue background. The Belle-Allianceplatz was to be seen, with the houses that frame it; the full moon was in the sky. From the moon and the windows in the facades, however, the top layer of card had been removed; their contrasting white disrupted the picture, and one had to hold it against a lamp or a candle to see, by the light of windows and a lunar surface parading in exactly the same illumination, the whole scene regain its composure” (SW 2:2, p. 626). Perhaps he suspected at that moment already that he would soon be separated from Halle Gate as well as from the most jealously guarded items in his postcard collection. Perhaps he had an inkling that he would not be able to return to Berlin again, that he, the passionate traveler Benjamin, would soon transform into a homeless refugee.

San Gimignano

In memory of Hugo von Hofmannsthal

To find words for what one has before one’s eyes—how difficult that can be. But once they come they batter with tiny hammers against reality, until they have pressed a picture from it as from a copper plate. “In the evening the women congregate at the fountain by the town gate in order to fetch water in large jugs”—only once I had found these words did the image emerge with hard dents and deep shadows out of what had been experienced all too bedazzlingly. What did I know previously of the flat white pastures, which wake before the town walls each afternoon with their flamelets? How tightly must the thirteen towers have managed heretofore, and how considerately did each take up his place from now on, and between them there was still a lot of room.

If one arrives from far away the town is suddenly as noiseless as if one had stepped through a door into landscape. It does not give the impression that one could ever manage to come any closer. But should one succeed, then one falls into its lap and cannot find oneself again for all the humming of grills and children’s cries.

Over the course of many centuries its walls consolidated themselves ever more thickly; barely a house is without the traces of large rounded arches over its narrow gate. The openings, in which now dirty linen cloths blow gently as a protection against insects, were once bronze doors. The remains of the old stone ornamentation have been left poking godforsaken from the masonry, which lends it a heraldic air. If one enters through the Porta San Giovanni, one feels as if one is in a courtyard, rather than on the street. Even the squares are courtyards, and one feels secure on all of them. What one often encounters in the towns of the south is nowhere more tangible than here; that, in order to get what one needs for life, one must first make the effort to visualize it, because the line of these arches and battlements, the shadows and the flight of the doves and crows make one forget one’s needs. It is difficult to escape from this exaggerated present, in the morning to have evening before one and in the night the day.

Everywhere where it is possible to stand it is also possible to sit. Not only children but women too take up their place on the threshold, their bodies close to the floor and soil, its customs, and perhaps its gods. The chair in front of the house door is in itself an emblem of the town’s renovations. Only the men ever make use of the crass seating opportunities at the cafés.

I have never previously seen sunrise and moonrise in my window like this. When I lie on my bed at night or in the afternoon there is only sky. I begin habitually to wake shortly before sunrise. Then I await the sun’s ascent from behind the mountains. There is one first brief moment when it is no bigger than a stone, a tiny glowing stone on the ridge of the mountain. What Goethe said of the moon: “Your edge gleaming as a star”—has never been thought of the sun. But it is not a star but a stone. Early man must have possessed the ability to harbor this stone as a talisman and thereby to turn the hours to good account.

I look at the town from the wall. The land does not vaunt its building and settlements. There is a lot there but it is screened and shaded. The courtyards, which were built by nothing but need, are more elegant than any manor house set in its landscape, not only in terms of the outlines but also in each tone of the bricks and window glass. But the wall, on which I lean, shares the secret of the olive tree, whose crown opens itself to the sky as a hard brittle wreath with a thousand cracks (GS IV.1, pp. 364–6).







 

Figures

7.1 San Gimignano—Panorama dal Poggio.

7.2 San Gimignano—Palace of the Pesciolini family and the twin towers of the Salvucci family.

7.3 San Gimignano—Tower of the Cortesi (also known as Devil) behind the Piazza della Cisterna.

7.4 San Gimignano—Piazza Ugo Nomi with towers.

7.5 San Gimignano—Tabernacle of Saint Fina (Lorenzo di Niccolò di Pietro Gerini, around 1400).

7.6 San Gimignano—The bishop Saint Gimignano holding the model of the town (Taddeo di Bartolo, around 1400).

7.7 San Gimignano—Saint Augustine as a child with his grammar teacher in Tagaste (Benozzo Gozzoli, around 1463).

7.8 San Gimignano—Church of Saint Agostino, Virgin on the Throne and Saint Michael (Lippo Memmi, around 1400).

7.9 San Gimignano—Church of Saint Agostino, Altarpiece The Birth of the Virgin (Bartolo di Fredi, around 1440).
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Figs 7.1 and 7.2




[image: images]

Figs 7.3 and 7.4
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Figs 7.5 and 7.6
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Figs 7.7 and 7.8
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Figs 7.9



To Gershom Scholem, Volterra, July 27, 1929

Dear Gerhard

Say what you like: all in all, my letters are not all that infrequent, and rarely brief. And what I took the liberty to say to you about the state of my European correspondence should only have shown the virtues of my international correspondence to better advantage. One of these virtues is how tirelessly I attempt to present you with rare and changing dates. At least in this sense, even the letter now before you may demand your attention. For it comes from a center of Etruscan culture, let us say from its limbo, to the extent that I have atoned for thirty-seven years of being ignorant of these things with a three-hour visit to a museum. From Volterra. Unknown, and not without reason; even praised in song by D’Annunzio without suffering any damage; extremely grand, situated in the middle of a kind of snowless African Engadine—the huge wastelands and bald mountains of its environs are that clear (Correspondence, pp. 353–4).

7.10 Volterra—Octagonal baptistery.

7.11 Volterra—Chiesa di S. Giusto.

7.12 Volterra—Palazzo del Priori (thirteenth century).

7.13 Volterra—Porta Fiorentina.

7.14 Volterra—Porta S. Francesco.

7.15 Volterra—Collegio Comunale and Chiesa di S. Michele.


[image: images]

Figs 7.10 and 7.11
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Figs 7.12 and 7.13
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Figs 7.14 and 7.15



Siena […] but the whisky-cathedral (Black and White) of Siena is an original choice (GS IV.2, p. 1023).

Ritual teaches us: the church did not build itself up by overcoming the love between men and women but rather homosexual love. That the priests do not sleep with the choir boys is the miracle of the mass (cathedral at Siena July 28, 1929) (GS VI, p. 204).

7.16 Siena—Cathedral.

7.17 Siena—Mosaic in the cathedral, The Seven Ages of Man.
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Figs 7.16 and 7.17



The Wall

I had been living for a few months in a rocky eyrie on Spanish soil. I often resolved to set out into the environs one day, as it was bordered by a ring of severe ridges and dark pinewoods. In between lay hidden villages; most were named after saints, who might well have been able to inhabit this paradisiacal region. But it was summer; the heat allowed me to postpone my resolve from day to day and I even wished to save myself from the cherished promenade to Windmill Hill, which I could see from my window. And so I stuck to the usual meanders through the narrow, shady alleyways, in whose network one was never able to find the same hub more than once. During my wanders one afternoon I came across a general stores, where postcards could be bought. In any case some were displayed in the window and amongst their number was a photo of a town wall. Many such walls have been preserved in numerous places in this corner of the land, but I had never seen one quite like this. The photograph had captured all of its magic: the wall swung through the landscape like a voice, like a hymn singing across the centuries of its duration. I made a promise to myself that I would not buy the card before I had seen with my own eyes the wall that was depicted on it. I told no one of my resolve and I was all the more able to refrain from doing so for the card led me with its signature “S. Vinez.” To be sure I did not know of a St Vinez. But did I know any more of St Fabiano, a holy Roman, or Symphorio, after whom other market towns nearby were named? That my guidebook did not include the name did not necessarily mean anything. Farmers had occupied the region and mariners had made their markings on it, and yet both had different names for the same places. And so I set about consulting an old map and, when that did not advance my quest at all, I got hold of a navigational map. Soon this research began to intrigue me and it would have been a blot on my reputation to seek help or advice from a third party at such an advanced stage in the matter. I had just spent another hour poring over my maps, when an acquaintance, a local, invited me on an evening walk. He wanted to take me to the hill just outside the town, from where the windmills that had long been still had so often greeted me above the tops of the pine trees. Once we had managed to reach the top it began to turn dark, and we halted in order to await the moon, upon whose first ray we made our way home again. We stepped out of the little pine forest. There in the moonlight, near and unmistakable, stood the wall, whose image had accompanied me for days, and in its custody was the town, to which we were returning home. I did not say a word, but soon parted from my friend.—The next afternoon I stumbled suddenly upon my general stores. The picture postcard was still hanging in the window. But above the door I read on a sign, which I had missed before, in red letters “Sebastiano Vinez.” The painter had included a sugarloaf and bread

(GS IV.2, pp. 755f).

7.18 Ibiza—La Carroza.

7.19 Ibiza—Windmill (photo Domingo Viñets).

7.20 Ibiza—View of the town (photo Domingo Viñets).

7.21 Ibiza—Museum (photo Domingo Viñets).

7.22 Ibiza—Gothic window (photo Domingo Viñets).

7.23 Ibiza—Es Vedra island (photo Domingo Viñets).

7.24 Palma de Mallorca—View from the lighthouse to Bellver castle.

7.25 Palma de Mallorca—View of the harbor and La Seu cathedral.

7.26 Palma de Mallorca—View of La Seu cathedral.

7.27 Palma de Mallorca—Harbor.

7.28 Palma de Mallorca—La Seu cathedral.
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Figs 7.18 and 7.19
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Figs 7.20 and 7.21
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Figs 7.22 and 7.23
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Figs 7.24 and 7.25




[image: images]

Figs 7.26 and 7.27
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Fig. 7.28







8

A Bow Being Bent

Composing, Building, Weaving

The overall conception of the “Baudelaire”—which now only exists as a draft, of course—shows the philosophical bow being bent to the greatest extent possible.

Correspondence, p. 602

The work is the death mask of its conception.

SW 1, p. 459

Reflection in art goes through the intellectual as a medium to construction.

GS VI, p. 117

In “Caution: Steps,” a piece in One-Way Street, Walter Benjamin writes: “Work on good prose has three steps: a musical phase when it is composed, an architectonic one when it is built, and a textile one when it is woven” (SW 1, p. 455). To grasp this model as one describing his own mode of work would, however, be to underestimate the variety at work in his thinking and writing. Benjamin’s writing was not schematic, rather it was dependent on the particular scope of individual texts and the significance that he accorded them. In addition, the phases of production should not be defined as discrete; they exhibit fluid transitions, and one is often able to recognize anticipations of the next stage or regressions to the previous one. On several occasions even the proofs of pieces that have already been published evidence traces of reworking. Benjamin did not regard them as finished pieces, and so they remained open to further revision.

The “Notes on ‘Objective Mendacity’ 1,” a preliminary study for the planned but unwritten Work on the Lie, bring to light a dynamic occurring within the spatial limits of a single sheet of notes (figs 8.1 and 8.2). Out of the flow of his first thoughts and ideas, which Benjamin jots down on the paper associatively, arises “Attempt at a Layout,” which remains in fragment form; this is followed by bibliographic references, questions, quotations that have still to be utilized, as well as notes that are written both as keywords and in detailed form, by means of which Benjamin sought to locate the thematic emphases of the projected work.

The processual nature of Benjamin’s writing reveals itself in a quite different manner in “Layouts of Perception.” The manuscript (fig. 8.3) registers reflections on the theme of perception, which Benjamin compiles with no particular application in mind. Different shades of ink and a change in the style of the handwriting lead to the suspicion that the notes were written down at different times. That Benjamin continued to evaluate them appears proven by the markings on the left-hand margin of the sheet—as well as by a glance at One-Way Street, which includes several of the notations, in part word for word, in part modified.

Similarities in his writing procedures can be discerned in the more substantial essayistic works: in their conceptual figuration “nothing may be forced and […] nothing may be allowed to slide” (Correspondence, p. 570). This specific mode of work can be seen in exemplary form in relation to the Kafka essay of 1934. An abundance of preliminary studies have been handed down amongst Benjamin’s papers, a proof of Benjamin’s many years of engagement with Kafka’s writings.

In the essay from 1934 he attempted to interpret Franz Kafka’s work in relation to the stress ratio of politics and mysticism. The conceptual configuration of this relationship is precipitated in an intensive laboring on the material; countless plans, layouts, and drafts in keyword form are evidence of his fumbling around for an adequate form of representation. He reported on the difficulties to Scholem in October 1934: “It remains to be seen whether I will ever be able to arch the bow so that the arrow zings into flight. But whereas my other works tended to find their termination rather quickly, at the point where I took leave of them, I won’t be through with this one for a while. The image of the bow suggests why: I am confronted with two ends at once, the political and the mystical” (Correspondence, p. 458).

First of all, Benjamin began by jotting down his initial thoughts and reflections, and, through a perusal of his own and others’ work, he assembled motifs, excerpts, and quotations for evaluation: he generated a record of ideas and a stockroom at one and the same time. Frequently notes of varying origin and form are found on one page, which Benjamin then, in a second step, sorted according to themes and carefully copied out. In this way he compiles on one sheet the “Motifs” in Kafka’s works in ten points (fig. 8.4).

Another sheet likewise lists motifs in the essays but in tabular form and, in a subsequent inspection, these are allocated alphabetic classifications—in similar fashion to the synopsis of The Arcades Project. The resultant ordering of the motifs—without denoting their classifications and, in part, deviating from the previous characterization—is registered once again on the bottom right of the sheet and modified. At the top of the right-hand column Benjamin counterposed the first “motifs” with “leitmotifs” (fig. 8.5). A further manuscript, in which thoughts and quotations are collated, stems from a file of earlier notes. Passages that are crossed out here are evidence not of the scrapping of material but of the transposition of a thought into the next phase of work or its adoption in the completed text (fig. 8.6).

Benjamin allocated the accumulated material to thematically related groups, out of which subsequently resulted plans and layouts—and finally the complete outline of the work. Such schematization is apparent in the manuscript on The World of Forms in Kafka, which makes visible Benjamin’s efforts to bundle ideas and motifs, in order to achieve clear groupings and an adequate structure (fig. 8.7). The headings “Potemkin Story”, “Story by Hamsun” and “Hasidic Fairytale about the Beggar,” form the centers of the diagram, and various groups of motifs are ascribed to these. They correspond in the completed essay to the sections “Potemkin,” “The Little Hunch-back”—which begins with the “Story by Hamsun’—and “Sancho Panza,” at whose start there is the “Hasidic Fairytale about the Beggar.” The second part of the later essay—”A Childhood Photograph”—corresponds here to the keywords that are still under the heading “Kafka’s World Theater.” At the foot of the page and on its reverse side “reserve motifs” are listed, which presumably Benjamin had yet to integrate into the text.

Alongside this work on the sheet Benjamin also used a very different technique: work with the sheet. He cut it crosswise into units which each represent one motif or building block of text. In the case of the Kafka material this resulted in about eighty manuscript strips in total (fig. 8.8). The complexity of Benjamin’s editing procedures is revealed in this process: presumably, as a consequence of previous collations and groupings of ideas, individual motifs are formulated and written out randomly on a sheet of paper. Using colored symbols on the clear edge of the sheet, these are then pooled into units, which are placed in a sequence indicated by the number of signs. After this—if necessary—the sheets are cut up, in order to make the placing of the units in the planned order physically possible. Figure 8.9 shows a sheet where the sequence in which it has been written down largely corresponds to the text as it is intended (markings: five, later corrected as four—six, seven blue circles), such that only the lower quarter of the sheet has been cut off; the following passage (eight circles), which should presumably be inserted here, clearly stems from another sheet (fig. 8.8). In addition, some of the other single strips allow the reconstruction of a further stage of processing. To create a new ordering Benjamin introduced further color symbols—this time directly on what he had written—which are then enumerated.

After a rough draft of the essay had been constructed with the aid of the manuscript strips, Benjamin had a first typewritten version made, which he then sent to friends such as Gershom Scholem, Werner Kraft, and Theodor W. Adorno. He also discussed it with Bertolt Brecht during his stay in Denmark. Their reactions, as well as his own further work on materials, were collated in a “dossier containing suggestions others have made, as well as my own reflections” (Correspondence, p. 469). This stock of material or archive, which contains forty-four entries—together with its corresponding elements (fig. 8.10)—provides an essential basis for further revisions of the essay (fig. 8.11). The suggestions made by others and his own reflections are taken into account partially in the publication, in the Jüdische Rundschau, of two parts of the essay in December 1934. But Benjamin did not regard the essay even at this point as completed; he did not want to conclude his work on it. Rather he had “already decided to tackle this project again in considerable depth by the time of its ‘last’ completion” (Correspondence, p. 462). Benjamin began a revision of the essay at the start of 1935, but despite various bids, a new version never actually appeared.

Arranging the polar aspects of his thought and shaping them in language was similarly Benjamin’s aim in his work on The Arcades Project. In his acknowledgment of Adorno’s critique of its first Exposé of 1935, he adopts the imagery of the bending bow once again, and simultaneously reveals the source from whence he hoped to draw the energy for shooting the arrow: “These two drafts are in a polar relationship to each other. They represent the thesis and antithesis of the work. Therefore, ‘number 2’ is for me anything but a conclusion. Its necessity is based on the fact that the insights contained in ‘number 1’ permitted no direct figuration—unless it were an inadmissible ‘poetic’ one. Thus the subtitle, long since abandoned, in the first draft, ‘A Dialectical Fairy Play.’ / I now have gotten hold of both ends of the bow—but still do not have the strength to arc it. I can get this strength only through long training, of which my work with source materials represents only one element among others. […] What other elements does this training include? Constructive ones. If W[iesengrund Adorno] has reservations about the division of the chapters, he has hit the mark. The organization lacks the constructive moment” (Correspondence, pp. 506–7).

For Benjamin, the dialectical rigor and transparent form of the layout of his essay on Goethe’s Elective Affinities represented an ideal (fig. 8.12). He referred repeatedly to its exemplary nature. The layout records the organization of the essay right down to the conceptual branching of individual passages. It is transcribed with a calligraphic virtuosity, free of corrections or additions; even its image as writing appears thoroughly composed. It does not point to something still to be woven, but rather something already constructed. It is to be read less as a draft, and more as a table of contents and an architectural model.







 

Figures

8.1 and 8.2 “Notes on ‘Objective Mendacity’” 1 (1922/1923). Sketch for an unrealized project on lies—Manuscript, two sides. Compare GS VI, pp. 60–2.

8.3 “Layouts of Perception”. Early notes on One-Way Street—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS IV.2, p. 938.

8.4 “Motifs”. Notes on Franz Kafka (1934)—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS II.3, p. 1206f.

8.5 “Motifs/Leitmotifs”. Notes on Franz Kafka (1934)—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS II.3, p. 1209.

8.6 Notes on Franz Kafka (up to 1931)—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS II.3, p. 1198f.

8.7 “The World of Forms in Kafka / Reserve Motifs” (1934). Early schematization of the essay—Manuscript, two sides; shown here, page 1. Compare GS II.3, pp. 1207f.

8.8 Preliminary works for Franz Kafka (1934)—Manuscript, five strips. Compare GS II.3, pp. 1222–45.

8.9 “A Childhood Photograph IV”. Notes for Franz Kafka (1934)—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS II.3, p. 1230.

8.10 Letter from Werner Kraft to Walter Benjamin, September 16, 1934—Manuscript on two double sheets, eight sides; shown here, pages 2 and 3; with marginalia by Walter Benjamin. Compare GS II.3, pp. 1167f.

8.11 “On ‘Kafka’-Revision”—“Dossier containing suggestions others have made, as well as my own reflections”—Manuscript, seven sides; shown here, page 1. Compare GS II.3, p. 1248f.

8.12 “On Elective Affinities. Layout” (c. between 1921 and 1923)—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS I.3, pp. 835–7.

8.13 and 8.14 Early sketch for the planned conclusion of The Origin of German Tragic Drama on the back of a return reminder from the Berlin State Library, dated April 10, 1924—Manuscript, one side; with reverse side. Compare GS 1.3, p. 920.

8.15 Fragments of the General Layout. Layout for the exposé Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century (1935)—Manuscript, one side. Compare AP, pp. 915–6.

8.16 “The Flâneur and the Mass”. Grouping of motifs for Charles Baudelaire. A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism—Manuscript, one side.

The motifs, underlined in different colors and allocated a square symbol, are as follows: “Physiognomic phantasmagoria,” “detectif novel,” “depiction of the mass,” “journalism,” “crowd in Hugo,” “crowd as veil,” “social causes.”
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Fig. 8.1



Fig. 8.1 Notes on “Objective Mendacity” 1

Objective mendacity means: not to recognize the situation of decision.

This as a principle of practical (not theoretical-dogmatic) Catholic authority, the jurisdiction in church discipline and in the judgment of confession. (In Islam: kedman) Catholic, bad, postponement of the Last Judgment (namely the decision); Jewish, good, adjournment of the Last Judgment (see Scholem’s Notes on Justice)

Why “objective” mendacity? 1) It rules objectively in world-historical terms in our time. Everything that is not quite great is ingenuine in our times. 2) It is not subjective, a lie whose responsibility is clearly that of an individual. Rather this is “bona fide.”

Attempt at a layout

IThe lie

AConceptual investigations

1Correctness—incorrectness

2Truth—Untruth (“an” untruth)

BTruth and lie

1Truth and speech

2The lie (“the” untruth)

CIncorrectness (and untruth)

1Untruths as forms of non-violent convention

2Untruths as pure weapons (children, women)

DCorrectness as “betrayal”

II The objective mendacity

Very pure type of objective mendacity of the epoch: the “false envoy” in Borchardt’s Promulgation

On the lie: Knut Hamsun: The arch-rogue (in Slaves of Love)


Maxim Gorky: Reminiscences of Tolstoy / Joh. Bojer:

The Power of the Lie (?)

Liliencron: Life and Lie / Nietzsche

Anatole France: “dans cet Orient, terre du mensonge” Le genie latin p. 2
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Fig. 8.2



Fig. 8.2

R. von Ihering: Purpose in Law Vol. II (important!)

“I will not consort with someone who wears his honesty externally.” Fritz Heinle

An investigation of the value, power, and necessity of flattery belongs here. Flattery the greatest worldly power next to money or after it.—Also in this connection, praise of cleverness.

Only people who are free of honesty can truly forgive—such, namely, that they forget what has been done.

The art of abrogation.—“I take everything back and maintain the opposite.” Exemplary—Fénelon’s abrogation after his condemnation by the Roman Holy See in the controversy with Bossuet.—The renunciation of one’s own most held conviction as expression of inner refinement and clarity.—Of what in the end is my own knowledge capable?—And is even my most outermost and clearest knowledge worth the price of my life? These questions are decisive. The Jewish conception rejects propaganda, and the staking of one’s own life for knowledge is never dared, and for a belief only in the most extreme affliction. Only expiation or sufferance, never the intellect may put life on the line.

Renunciation is quite adequate for the deepest conviction. Object of conviction is namely solely the knowledge that determines. This knowledge, which determines the economy of the moral life, distinguishes itself from everything else by not entering into a relation with motives. If, then, I am the witness of an immoral act, then, the deeper my conviction is that it is immoral, the less am I in a position to be morally indignant, because the determining thing about such knowledge, which is the object of my conviction, prevents it from entering into my argumentation as an object. Determining knowledge cannot determine me the knower, whether [through] strangers, or through my own being, through my words, rather it can determine only without expression, not expressly, not in terms of motives. Given that, at the very heart of conviction, the more internal it is, the deeper clarity presides over the Romantic, the darkness of its being, then precisely deep conviction is least likely to situate determining knowledge in the place of the imperious, least likely to explain the human as divine. This leads to a situation where the one who has conviction is dumb and is only true to his conviction in deepest silence, that is while he endorses the immoral with words. Accordingly he condemns through this type of endorsement more deeply than through reproachful words. Truth resides in determining knowledge: it counteracts the intention of perception and offers silence in the place of the expressive. / Conviction is like hope, like reconciliation, one of those thoroughly human moral phenomena, in whose life contemplative genius plays a part. The philistine knows no conviction. He condemns renunciation. He cannot lie.
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Fig. 8.3

Layouts of Perception


In summer, one notices more the deep shadows, in winter the bright light.

In summer, fat people are conspicuous, in winter the thin are.

In spring, attention is caught, in bright sunshine, by the young foliage, in cold rain, by the still leafless branches.

Inhabitants’ most intimate sense of home in a town (indeed maybe also in the memory of the traveler who stays there a while) is connected with the sound and intermittence that the beat of its town clocks marks out.

What lends an incomparable tone to the very first view of a village or a town in the landscape is the fact that in one’s image of it distance resonates just as importantly as nearness. This latter still has not yet gained preponderance through the constant exploration that has become habit. Once we begin to find our way around the place, that earliest picture can never be restored.



(The sense of touch does not teach us about the limits of what touches (the finger) but the touched (the object) Dr Mannheim.)

Treading in two different ways: to touch one point of the earth—to touch the earth at one point. The first type is ours. When one sees Gothic decoration, one knows that older epochs possessed the second form.

On distant trees one sees not leaves but foliage.

He, who, awake and dressed, perhaps while hiking, witnesses the sunrise, preserves all day before others the serenity of one invisibly crowned, and he who sees daybreak while working feels at midday as if he himself has placed the crown upon his head.—This same hour, its first early dawning is a moment of deep cleansing for those who are gathered—to bathe in the dawn’s red is not a metaphor—for the freshly blemished, though, it is a judgment that announces itself internally.
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Fig. 8.4

Motifs

1)“The Knock at the Gate” (Great Wall)
“I am quite rightfully responsible for all knocks on doors” (Contemplation1)
The writer runs across the narrow carpet of his room “as in a racetrack.”
(Contemplation)

2)The racetrack in the novel America
Reflections for Gentlemen-Jockeys (Contemplation)

3)A ghostly child in “Unhappiness” (Contemplation)
The children at Titorelli’s (Trial) at Gracchus’s (Great Wall)

4)“To behold an other with the look of an animal”—an expression for last grave-like rest.” (Contemplation)

5)The cracks in the boards of the ape’s cage [Report to an acad.]
The crack in Titorelli’s door (Trial)
The bug unable to lift his head under the sofa (Metamorphosis)

6)The visitors to the gallery knock their heads against the ceiling (Trial)

7)The crossbreed of a lamb and a kitten (Great Wall)
Odradek’s spool (Country Doctor)
Leni with her webbed hand (Trial)

8)The salesman explains that he “walks as if on waves, clattering with the fingers of both hands.” (Contemplation)
When Huld is ill the author indicates how he is “flapping his hands about like short wings.” (Trial)

9)The two assistants who look in through the window (Castle)
The two horses who do the same (Country Doctor)
The crows who tackle heaven (Great Wall)

10)The crows who fly around the castle (Castle)
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Fig. 8.5







	Motifs
	Leitmotifs



	g
	Nature theater of Oklahoma
	Being a horse



	l
	Little hunchback
	Jewishness



	q
	Swamp world
	 



	 
	Restriction of time
	 



	k
	Village air
	 



	z
	Study
	 



	f
	A childhood photograph
	 



	p
	Forgetting
	 



	i
	Kierkegaard and Pascal
	A childhood photograph



	 
	Potemkin
	Nature theater



	 
	Schlemihl, the unlucky devil2
	Facetious robbers and murderers



	h
	Facetious robbers and murderers
	Kierkegaard and Pascal



	 
	 
	Village air
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	Forgetting



	 
	 
	Swamp world
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Fig. 8.6


Kafka

[…] be useful to study pages by Hieronymus Bosch before composition, whose monsters

[…]ly bears some relationship to those of Kafka.

[…] by Georg Scherer

Contemplation

How Kafka’s works grew. The Trial out of The Judgement (or out of Before the Law—The Knock at the Gate belongs here) America out of The Stoker.}

The names of the people with […] sobriety seals the claim of someone who wants what he has written to be taken literally

Chaplin holds in his hands a genuine key to the interpretation of Kafka. Just as occurs in Chaplin’s situations, in which, in a quite unparalleled way, rejected and disinherited existence, eternal human agony combines with the particular circumstances of contemporary being, the monetary system, the city, the police, etc., so too in Kafka every event is Janus-faced, completely immemorial, without history and yet, at the same time, possessing the latest, journalistic topicality. In any case one would be justified in speaking of the theological context if one pursued this doubledness; but certainly not if one only adopted the first of these two elements. Incidentally this double layering is likewise present in his writerly demeanor, which, in the style of the popular almanac, pursues epic characters with a simplicity that borders on artlessness, such as only Expressionism could detect.

The two fundamentally erroneous attempts to approach Kafka’s world are the directly natural and the indirectly historical interpretations: one is represented in psychoanalysis and the other by Brod.

This rewriting of the Tao as “that nothing which alone makes it possible for a ‘something’ to be ‘useful,’” hits the tone of many statements and words in Kafka. (Sancho Panza as Taoist)

“Here the very fullness of the world is considered the only reality. All spirit must be concrete, particularized, in order to have its place and raison d’être. The spiritual, if it plays a role at all, turns into spirits. These spirits become definite individuals, with names and a very special connection with the name of the worshipper … Unhesitatingly, the fullness of the world is filled to overflowing with their fullness … Unconcernedly, the crowd of spirits is swelled … New ones are constantly added to the old ones, and each is distinguished from the others by its own name.” All this refers not to Kafka, but to—China. This is how Rosenzweig described the Chinese ancestor cult (Star of Redemption, Frankfurt am Main, 1921, pp. 76–7) and the surprising similarity that the world of Kafka shares with that of the Chinese cult in such a light suggests one search in Kafka’s work behind the idea of the father for the ancestors: as well as of course their counter-image: that of the descendants.

Oskar Baum in an essay in the Literary World speaks about a conflict of duties that affects the person in Kafka’s world. As schematic as this idea is, what Baum opines directly following this analysis is striking: “The tragedy of the incompatibility of these duties is always experienced, with an almost simpering cruelty, as the guilt of the hero, a guilt that has, though, something understandable, almost self-evident about it.” Indeed there is little else so characteristic in Kafka than the askance look, which is always cast by him onto something bad, disturbing, depraved as if on something troublesome but known of old.

Kafka’s heroes display a blatantly obvious trait that might be described as the decline of leisure. Leisure and loneliness belong together. But now loneliness has transformed into disquiet. One should avoid it.
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Fig. 8.7


The World of Forms in Kafka

Potemkin Story The fathers, the tired, the upper ones / Trial
Women who are ready for anything / The lap of the family / The monstra / The animals /The mediator and ghost of a messenger: assistants
Hope for whom?

Kafka’s world theater
A childhood photograph / wish to be a Red Indian / Fulfillment in Oklahoma / integrity
The gestural / ambiguity / renunciation of rationalizability / Pirandello
Precursors of nature theater / angel, devil

Theological Interpretation


Village air / Lao-tze / the body of the village / night side of the village / Kafka’s perplexity / Brod Schoeps Rang Haas



Hamsun Story theology improper / no God

The heteric world
No love / Leni, Kafka’s women / swampy soil of experience / thighs
The upper ones on the way to the depths / The world of the court / Forgetting

Little Hunchback
The animals / Their gestures / Blond Eckbert / Odradek / The little hunchback

Distortion in time

Hasidic Beggar Tale
Sleepless flight into the past, from whence he fetches himself a shirt / Study: sleepless flight into the past / Those who never get tired: fools and the righteous / Speed: study as life of flight—a flight into the past

The free rider, the free horse
Roßmann / The new advocate / Sancho Panza

Reserve Motifs

So many children

Nutrition, fasting, waking

Construction

Schlemihl, unlucky devil

Music

Folie d’interprétation

style of a primer

the testament

Silence

Appearance

Components of a monument

+Original sin

+Taoism and hammers
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In China the inner person is “devoid of individual character, as it were. The idea of the wise man, of which Confucius … is the classic incarnation, blurs any individuality of character; he is the truly characterless man—namely the average man … What distinguishes a Chinese is something quite different from character: a very elemental purity of feeling” (Franz Rosenzweig: The Star of Redemption, p. 96).

[on margin: Childhood Gestic theater]

“Folie d’interprétation”—Kafka’s novels a test of the effectiveness of the interpreting attitude. Interpretation is always at its core. Interpretation of the law, interpretation of the files comprise the whole contents of The Trial and The Castle. Kafka himself set out an example of this interpretation (Before the Law; Klamm’s letter)—In addition: his testament.

Just as the people of Munich have a stairway to Bavaria in their insides, so too steps under the robes of this angel lead into the heights. For just as a divine presence is not entirely absent in the brooding bog women and the exhausted Titans, who having been doing drudgery since primeval times, the trick, the machinery, the mechanism likewise does not exclude it.

For the extras of Oklahoma are almost proper angels: but for the fact that their wings are tied on. And in this way appearance in Kafka always at the last hour takes back the word that the substance wished to give us. One is reminded of Titorelli’s line in front of the portraits of the judge: “If I painted all the judges next to each other here on canvas, and you were trying to defend yourself in front of it, you’d have more success with them than you’d ever have with the real court.”

The racetrack is a theater from which the spectators draw profit. “Lots of our friends rush to pick up their profit” (Contemplation, p. 71).

Childhood Photograph III

Incidentally, these angels have forerunners. One of them is the impresario who climbs up on the luggage rack next to the trapeze artist beset by his “first sorrow,” caresses him, and presses his face against his, “so that he was bathed by the trapeze artist’s tears.” Another, a guardian angel or guardian of the law, takes care of Schmar the murderer following the “fratricide” and leads him away, stepping lightly with Schmar’s “mouth pressed against the policeman’s shoulder.”
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A Childhood Photograph IV

With their roles, these people look for a position in the Nature Theater in the same way that Pirandello’s six characters seek an author. The first person to draw a comparison between Kafka and Pirandello was Otto Stoessl. Indeed Kafka’s work is so original that comparisons have greater value for its illumination than might otherwise be the case. But here is not the place to follow that up, and it will suffice to say: amongst the well-known authors of Expressionism—in the German-language realm at least—none has been successful at bringing to expression in their mode of composition the enduring aspects of the epoch. And one other aspect of the same state of affairs is that most of these authors found their way to other modes of expression fairly quickly. Kafka is the sole exception. Kafka is, in other words[,] the only one who compelled Expressionism to bear fruit, by pruning it according to his wild linguistic drives.

The secret of those actors who play themselves was entrusted many years ago by Kafka to his “Report to an Academy,” written by an ape: “I imitated people because I was looking for a way out, and for no other reason.” “I fear that perhaps you do not quite understand what I mean by ‘way out.’ I use the expression in its fullest and most popular sense—I deliberately do not use the word ‘freedom.’” Salvation is not a premium on existence, but the last way out.

Before the end of his trial, K. seems to have an intimation of these things. He suddenly turns to the two gentlemen wearing top hats who have come for him and asks them: “What theater are you playing at?” “Theater?” asked one, the corners of his mouth twitching as he looked for advice to the other, who acted as if he were a mute struggling to overcome a stubborn disability.’ The men do not answer this question, but there is much to indicate that it hit home.3
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	[Marginalia in
Benjamin’s hand:



	1) Form of exposition]
	what he can expect here and what not.
In this sense, independently of my objections I have certain thoughts about the form of the essay.
It is mystical, almost esoteric. Brecht of all people, in whose neighborhood you are, after all, not coincidently living at the moment, could well demonstrate for you comprehensibility in a new light, if you are unable to strive for it another way, which I am not denying may occur. For me, at least, a stimulating task would be to write the essay once again as a sober lecture for students, detailing all the ideas that are essentially contained in it and leaving out all the analogies such as Potemkin. I do understand if you cannot and do not wish to do this, and would not attempt to impose on you my own stylistic ideal, which I by no means manage to attain myself.—But there is one thing I do not doubt: for you Kafka’s work is identical to a phenomenal upper layer, as it were, and it is only in strictly denying yourself the recognition of a deeper level of meaning that you are able to maintain your own standpoint.



	[Marginalia in Benjamin’s hand:
2) deeper level]
	This is logical. But if I try to accommodate your standpoint as far as possible, then I have to say, your standpoint is also contained in the work, but is only made visible through an artificial process of abstraction, as occurs, for example, frequently in phenomenology. This is how it seems to me concretely: everything that you say about gesture, theater, etc., I will leave largely alone. Your procedures make it convincingly clear. But when right away in the first chapter you want to substantiate the connection between officials and fatherhood in terms of filth and to this end use the example of the father in Metamorphosis and his dirty uniform etc., then that is only true phenomenally



	[Marginalia in Benjamin’s hand: Father problem]
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On “Kafka”—Revision

1)The analysis of the idea of the father in the first part needs to take account of the Eleven Sons. For this draw on the play itself, Kraft’s commentary on it, and the piece by Kaiser.

2)Fend off Kraft’s objection to the bit where I present the reference to the posthumous reflections as illegitimate. Kraft: “This posthumous volume stands. … accordingly on the same level of illegitimacy as all the illegitimate novels.” Certainly in terms of publication, but not in terms of substance. Kafka wanted to mediate this in reports and parables, in relation to which the reflections are simply parerga and paralipomena—indeed a most peculiar type of same.

3)Kraft repudiates the characterization of the psychoanalytical exposition of Kafka as “natural.” He wants to see this label reserved for another approach, which is closer to the representation of the social conditionality of Kafka’s world—to be considered.

4)Important note on the animal stories, by Kraft: “For me his animal stories are in most cases simply a technical means to represent the inestimable aspects of empirical-metaphysical relations, e.g. in Josefine or in the notations of a dog. In both cases ‘the folk’ is represented.” That is correct: need to show how this connects with my interpretation of the animal world in Kafka.—For Investigations of a Dog draw instead on Brecht’s Dream of Fewkoombey the Soldier,4 who spent the last six months of his life amongst dogs.

5)Kraft: “Each of these women has a relationship to the castle, which you ignore, and when, for example, Frieda reproaches K. for never asking her about her past, she does not mean the ‘swamp’ but her earlier life together with Klamm.”

6)Request Kraft’s commentary on An Old Manuscript

7)The comparison with Schweik is perhaps truly, as Kraft maintains, unacceptable—that is because it is too short. Should it be placed within an exposition of Kafka’s derivation from Prague?
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On Elective Affinities.


Layout

First part: The mythic as thesis


ICritique and commentary


ATruth content and material content

BMaterial content in the Enlightenment



II  The significance of the mythic world in Elective Affinities

AMarriage as mythic legal order

1Marriage in the Enlightenment

2Marriage in Elective Affinities

BThe mythic natural order

1The telluric

2Water

3The human being

CFate

1Names

2Symbolism of death

3Guilty life

4The house

5Sacrifice

IIIThe significance of the mythic world for Goethe


AAfter his words

1Contemporary criticism of Elective Affinities

2The fable of renunciation

BAfter his life

1The Olympian or the mythic life forms of the artist

aThe relationship to criticism

bThe relationship to nature

2Fear or the mythic life forms in the existence of humanity

aThe daemonic

bFear of death

cFear of life





Second part: Redemption as antithesis


ICriticism and biography


ATraditional conception




1The analysis of the works

2Representation of essence and work




BThe heroizing conception



II  Gundolf’s “Goethe”


AMethodological enfeeblement




1The poet influenced by Stefan George


aAs hero

bAs creator



2Life as work

3Myth and truth




BMaterial enfeeblement The old Goethe



IIIThe novella


AIts compositional necessity




1The form of the novel in Elective Affinities

2The form of its novella




BIts material meaning




1Correspondences in detail

2Correspondences across the whole





Third part: Hope as synthesis


ICriticism and philosophy

II  Beauty as semblance


AVirginity

BInnocence




1In dying

2In life




CBeauty




1The Helen motif

2Conjuration

3The expressionless

4Beautiful semblance



IIIThe semblance of reconciliation


AConciliation and affection




1Harmony and peace

2Passion and inclination




aOttilie, Luciane, the girl in the novella

bThe loving couples

cMarriage in the novel

dThe trilogy of passion




BRedemption




1Shock




aExtinguished semblance

bVeiling of beauty

cNakedness




2Hope
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Fig. 8.13

Conclusion

ICritique of tragic drama

IIConcept of criticism

aTruth content and material content
(historical essence of the same—reservations against Croce’s equivalence of criticism and history)

bHistory as a criterion for the inventory of details

cBeauty only for those who know
(Against empathy, understanding, description—Platonic: knowledge in σνμποσιον—Description has a place only in pragmatic history—completely eliminate the descriptive moment of empathy in favor of the pragmatic interpretation of material content and forms—categories of this interpretation: historical: the world without art)

IIITheory of Epochs of Decay

aConcept of salvation

bArtistic volition

cUnfinished work
(as last word of world history—barbarism—corrective of art—mystery character of the drama?)

On IIa detailed theory of material content and truth content in the treatment of concepts of the muse and the ideal

Fig. 8.14

Return must be effected at the latest by
April 10, 1924,
9 o’clock in the evening
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Fig. 8.15

Fragments of the general layout







	VI
	{Haussmann, or the “Strategic Embellishment” of Paris





Excursus on the gambler

The demolitions of Paris

The end of the arcades

Technique of street- and barricade-fighting

The political function of fashion; critique of crinoline in F. Th. Vischer The Commune}






	I
	Fourier, or the Arcades





Transitory aims of constructions in iron.

Moreover: iron, as the first artificial building material, is the first to undergo a development. This proceeded more and more rapidly in the course of the century. Arcades in Fourier are designed for dwelling.

The Empire style

Materialist tendencies in the bourgeoisie (Jean Paul, Pestalozzi; Fourier)

Rise of the arcades

The arcades in Fourier

Fourier’s afterlife in Zola

Marx and Engels on Fourier

Theory of education as root of utopia

The beginnings of iron construction/The disguising of construction






	II
	{Daguerre, or the Panorama





Excursus on art <and> technology (Beaux-Arts and Ecole Polytechnique)

The welcoming of photography (Balzac and Arago)

The confrontation between art and technology in Wiertz Railroad stations and halls as new sites for art

The panoramas as transitional phenomenon between art and the technique of reproducing nature

Excursus on the later development: extension of the commodity world through the photo

{Paris as panorama; the panoramic literature, 1830–1850

(Life of the worker as subject of an idyll)}

Photography at the industrial exhibition of 1855

Rear-guard action by art against technology, in Talmeyr (1900)}

Passage des Panoramas









	III
	Grandville, or the World Exhibitions





Fashion as means of communicating commodity character to the cosmos

Magic of cast iron in outer space and in the underworld

Further development of the arcades in the exhibition halls; Paxton’s Crystal Palace of 1851

The sex appeal of the commodity

Mobilization of the inorganic through fashion; its triumph in the doll

[The love market of Paris]

Paris as material of fashion; psychology of the quartier in Janin and Lefeuve

{The battle between utopia and cynicism in Grandville}

Grandville as precursor of advertising graphics

The world exhibition of 1867; triumph of cynicism; Offenbach as its demon

Grandville and the Fourierists (Toussenel’s philosophy of nature)

The universal extension of commodity character to the world of things

Body and wax figure

Chthonic elements in Grandville / {Chthonic elements in the image of Paris}

The spécialité




[image: images]

Fig. 8.16




 

1Betrachtung—Contemplation—was a collection of Kafka’s short prose writings from 1913.



2 Schlemihl, from the Yiddish word Schlemiel, meaning a bungler, is a reference to Peter Schlemihl, who appeared in a story by Adelbert von Chamisso: he entered into a silly bargain with the devil who obtained his soul.

3See SW 2:2, pp. 804–5.

4In Brecht’s Threepenny Novel.
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Constellations

Graphic Forms

One day he invited Valéry to be the first to see the manuscript of “Coup de dés.” “Take a look at it and tell me whether I have gone mad!” (This book is known from the posthumous edition of 1914. A quarto volume of a few pages. Words are distributed across the pages in changing typefaces, separated by quite considerable and irregular distances.) Mallarmé, whose rigorous immersion in the midst of the crystalline construction of his manifestly traditional writing beheld the true image of the future, has here processed the graphic tension of the advertisement, for the first time (as a pure poet), in the actual image that the writing forms.

GS IV.1, p. 480

Benjamin often applied much care to the graphic form, the physical arrangement, of his manuscripts. While he worked extremely carefully on the structure and layout of his essays and books, equally important to him were the proportions and the architecture of the page. Part of the writing’s sense of form involved the need to create something for the eye to do. Topographical relationships, spatial organization, optical alignments and divisions are not only apparent on the drafts and the pages that include calligraphic elements. Countless scraps and sheets in the bequest are evidence of a sensibility attuned to graphic elements, spatial dimensions, and design. Such deployment of graphic figurativeness is one of the characteristics of Benjamin’s writing.

He referred repeatedly to Stéphane Mallarmé, whose Coup de dés dispersed the conventional line-based print image with its undeviating presentation. Black on a white background, distributed sparingly across the book’s pages, the words of the poem appear in constellations rich with tensions: Mallarmé’s idea was that of a negative image of the stars. “Arrested Auditor of Books” in One-Way Street (SW 1, p. 456) points out correspondences between Mallarmé’s procedures and emergent forms of advertising: a striking vision of visual versification.

Many of Benjamin’s manuscripts transgress linear norms, loosening up writing’s sense of direction—some bring words and groups of words into figural relations. A handwritten manuscript with themes relating to Charles Baudelaire (fig. 9.1) configures eight groups; each one of them is allocated a position in the arrangement, set askew from the others. Spatial correlation, proximity of arrangement and writing’s orientation generate relationships. Thus four thematic blocks (“Baudelaire’s literary reception,” “Baudelaire’s relationship to his own work,” “Ferment of after-effects” and “Approaches to the reception raisonnée”) are connected through a shared orientation in the writing.—An arrangement of keywords for the essay “On the Image of Proust” (fig. 9.2) might also be regarded as a constellation. Here the thematic groups are boxed and relationships are established by connecting lines.

The efforts to organize the motifs of the essay on “Karl Kraus” are reflected in some complex layout sketches. One of these stabs at finding a structure (fig. 9.3) forms a polycentric mesh: proliferating shapes made of dashes, lines, squares, letters, words, and numbers. Amongst the “Motifs in the Third Part” five are picked out as central: “Eros,” “Actors,” “Justice,” “Poetry,” and “Monster.” These five keywords each gather three or four more around themselves, of which some are connected in their spanning across groups. Benjamin drew a box around the keywords and indicated the central ones by shading. Such a shape can only be adequately reproduced in facsimile form.

An experiment with the drug mescaline, carried out under the medical supervision of his friend Fritz Fränkel on May 22, 1934, gave rise to a shape with rolling lines drawn in freehand (fig. 9.4), which played around with the words of lullabies—sleep, little child, sleep; sleep, my kiddikin, go off to sleep. The variety of the writing’s orientation and the curves that consume the space, the loops, the snaking and spiraling figures endow what is written with an ornamental character. Internally the form of an embryo, configured by the boundary line, suggests the writing is on its way back to drawing.

The figure of the ellipse appears in a number of contexts in Benjamin’s work. It is not simply to be understood rhetorically. “Kafka’s work,” he writes, “is an ellipse with foci that lie far apart and are determined on the one hand by mystical experience (which is above all the experience of tradition) and on the other by the experience of the modern city dweller” (Correspondence, p. 563). The ellipses correspond to the widely flung foci of Benjamin’s thinking: materialism and theology. As figure for such tension-ridden divergence, this dialectical thinker chose the ellipse. In an elliptical diagram for “Karl Kraus” “Eros” and “Language,” “mere mind,” and “mere sexuality” are braced dialectically (fig. 9.7).

In a number of cases Benjamin also used coordinate planes. “The diagrams of coordinates have eleven concepts optimally: four for the outer points of the axes, four for the fields, two for the axes, one for the crossing point” (GS VII.2, p. 764). The “Wind Rose of Success,” which Benjamin sketched for Marietta Noeggerath on Ibiza (fig. 9.8), is constructed from four axes, captioned at each end, from which arise contiguous directions. The diagrammatic figures for the essay on “Karl Kraus” (fig. 9.6) bear similarities to wind roses. Visual models, sketches, and diagrams figure predominantly in Benjamin’s preliminary studies: his efforts to orient writing and thought.







 

Figures

9.1 Themes for Charles Baudelaire—Manuscript, one side.

9.2 Keywords on Proust (1929)—Manuscript, one side. Compare GS II.3, p. 1060.

9.3 Layout sketch for the essay on Karl Kraus (1930). Motifs in the Third Part—Manuscript, one side.

9.4 Lullaby Drawing (May 22, 1934)—one side. Compare On Hashish, p. 90.1

9.5 Plan for Anthropology—one side. Compare GS VI, p. 64.

9.6 Notes and diagrams for Karl Kraus (1930)—Manuscript, one side.

9.7 Plan for Karl Kraus (1930)—Manuscript in notebook Ms. 674. Compare GS II.3, pp. 1091–4.

9.8 The “Wind Rose of Success.” Extract missing the note on the bottom right-hand corner: “For Marietta Noeggerath / San Antonio / May 17, 1932 / Walter Benjamin”—Manuscript, Jörg Leinweber Collection; one side.2
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Fig. 9.1
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Fig. 9.2
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Fig. 9.3
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Fig 9.4
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Fig. 9.5
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Fig. 9.6
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Commentary on the “Forsaken”






	CIII 4
	Discarding habits



	 
	Rhyme and name: Platonic love



	BIII 12
	Clouds of tears



	 
	“The Forsaken”



	 
	Dedication the only form of self-renunciation



	BIII 3
	Rhyme and Platonic love








Platonic love—

From the language—“the more closely you look
at a word, the more distantly it looks back”
hence dedication

Breaking down of the figure

In name and sex

Guilt measures the tension between the two
Giving thanks to the most unmoved—the name

Prostitution—natural phenomenon

Pure sociological analysis


has its counterpart in language: since the word is also taken into the mouth of those whose name it is not



Onanist

What significance does fantasy have for him

Fantasy—and guilt

Guilt is the suspension of fantasy

Language: Mind3 = Eros; Sexus

Eroticism: the prism of lust, its unfolding

Language: the detonation of spirit, its destruction

The relation of language to Eros is dialectical, ambiguous

That of mind is so to sexuality
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Diagrams for Karl Kraus

{“By Night”—this does not mean Mother Night, or a romantic, wistful night, but rather how many pieces attest to the mood between sleep and waking, the zone of falling asleep, whose daemonic powers form the great transformation station, out of which emerges the production of this man.

“I work day and night. So I have a lot of free time. In order to ask a picture in the room how it likes work; in order to ask the clock whether it is tired, and the night how it has slept.”

Above all here night is the station where mere mind transforms into mere sexuality, mere sexuality into mere mind and where these two absolutes that are hostile to life find salvation, in exhibiting their inner identity under the light of the day. But in the face of this reality of mere mind, which Kraus recognizes in the guise of his opponent as satanic, by the same token, which he himself wields as a deadly weapon against himself, the pure mind that his followers worship in the master’s activity is revealed as a mere chimera. And even if Kraus himself can sometimes cite it too without punishment, because the fire compound of his thousand denials protect him, it still devours the enthusiasts’ hair and skin, destroying their enthusiasm and itself.

The different aggregated states of loneliness that Kraus knows: night, the café. On the café as a daemonic form of loneliness see Polgar’s Café Central. Incidentally love too is also a refuge for his loneliness. Loneliness as a process of self-poisoning, whose anti-toxins lie in the creative attitude.}

“In my half-sleep I managed to attend to a lot of work. A phrase appears, sits on the edge of the bed and speaks to me …”

{For Kraus the mimetic plays a decisive role in relation to the objects of his polemics. He imitates his opponents, in order to place in the smallest splices of their attitude, which show themselves to him[?] alone, the crowbar of his interpolations. Lessing’s famous sentence—If God held out to me all truth in one hand, and in the other the persistent striving for it, I would choose the second; Kraus posed the counterpart to this sentence: if God held out to me in one hand the abolition of all evil and in the other its eternal destruction and asked me to choose, I would choose the second. Physiognomically this attitude of the polemicist stands in the closest connection to the pronounced courteousness with which Kraus thanked[?] his audience. Both this cruelty in his polemics and his courteousness in thanking[,] is actually Chinese. Chinese courteousness is mimetic: to creep inside the other. Mimicry of courteousness and hatred. This too, and not simply his humility, is Chinese.

Supplementary diagram. Glück pointed out to me that Kraus lacks any concept of the true effect of his work. He sees only the community of hysterics, who attract attention to themselves at readings or by writing to The Torch. He has absolutely no experience of even a small number of those in whom his work has its actual effect.}

I am missing the conversations with Glück at Schlichter’s.

Further groundwork and plans

In Kraus the following intersection is common: reactionary theories are at the basis of revolutionary praxis, such that in the case of his polemic against sexual law (“Morality and Criminality”) Kraus appears as Rumpelstiltskin: “God be thanked that no one rumbles / that my name is Marx and Engels.”

[image: images]

About this plan: Insufficiencies in his defense of prostitution, which correspond exactly to the insufficiencies in his critique of journalism. He neither recognizes the social foundation of the corruption of the press (party system), nor its metaphysical one (intelligence service). Likewise he misapprehends the function of prostitution in the contemporary class state and the fact that it is alienated from its original natural form by the task of producing relations between classes in the abyss. It could be said: prostitution would be the overcoming of objectified relationships between people, if it were not its simplest expression.—Kraus does not perceive this, because for him pure mind and pure sexuality in their full identity, in the daemonic, are so completely the sphere of his existence, that he is unable to penetrate through to their construction. But his dialectical activity compensates for this, unfolding at the core of this sphere, never stepping outside of it, but relentlessly splitting itself, disavowing it, dispersing it.}

Analogy to a fortification. I step onto the slope of the fortification that Kraus has built and say: the spot must be held. But the outline of the fortification, which I set down here[,] does not coincide with your own; it cuts across it in a thousand places. That is my relationship to Kraus.

{My Kraus essay describes the place where I stand and do not participate.}

Construction of the work: thesis: infallibility. Concept of genuineness. The critic. Kraus from the perspective of the follower. Antithesis: insufficiencies. False positivity. Ambiguity. The daemonic. Synthesis: language and Eros.

Kraus wrote articles in which not a single word stemmed from him. “The Court” in “Morality and Criminality.”

Something on the aims of my work on Kraus. Show the place where I stand and do not participate.—To cast a look into the Promised Land of Sabotage from the Karmel {mountain} of reason.—{The enormous tirade of the book by Liegler [two indecipherable words] Transform the thirty years of The Torch into silence with a power station. Silent readiness—that is the effect of The Torch on its genuine readers.}

{Construction of the work. Kraus or the Passion Path of publicity.

First the great retinue. Then the gate through which he goes into his Gethsemane, into which no one follows him. Finally exit from the Garden of Loneliness through the other gate. Then his genuine readers come towards him from the other side (future?), the first of them only see the back of the master, as it were. This, without eyes [?; breaks off]}
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The Wind Rose of Success

Success at the cost of any sort of conviction. Normal case of success: Chlestakoff or the confidence trickster.—The confidence trickster allows himself to be led by the situation like a medium. Mundus vult decipi. He even chooses his name in order to please the world.

Success by adopting any sort of conviction. Mastermind case of success. Schweik or the lucky beggar.—The lucky beggar is an honorable bloke, who wants to do right by everyone. Lucky Hans4 trades with anyone who fancies it.

Lack of success by adopting any sort of conviction. Normal case of lack of success: Bouvard and Pécuchet, or the philistine.—The philistine is the martyr of all sorts of convictions from Lao-tze to Rudolf Steiner. But to each he only devotes “just a quarter of an hour.”

Lack of success by abandoning any sort of conviction. Mastermind case of lack of success: Chaplin or the unlucky devil.—The unlucky devil takes offence at nothing; he simply trips over his own feet. He is the only angel of peace who is accommodated by the earth.

This wind rose determines all of the good and ill winds that play their games with human existence. Nothing remains but to determine its center, the crossing-point of the axes, the place of complete indifference for success and failure. At this center Don Quixote finds his home, the man of just one conviction, whose story teaches that in this best or worst of all possible worlds,—and this is simply not thinkable—the conviction that what is in the books of chivalry is true makes a thrashed fool blessed, even if it is his only one.

GS IV.1, pp. 405f. See also SW 2:2 p. 590


 

1The translation is different here.



2See also SW 2:2 p. 590 for a different translation of the text in the context of “Ibizan Sequence”.

3The word is Geist, which also means intellect and spirit.

4A fairytale by the Brothers Grimm.





10

Rag Picking

The Arcades Project

“Here we have a man whose job it is to gather the day’s refuse in the capital. Everything that the big city has thrown away, everything it has lost, everything it has scorned, everything it has crushed underfoot he catalogues and collects. He collates the annals of intemperance, the capharnaum of waste. He sorts things out and selects judiciously: he collects like a miser guarding a treasure, refuse which will assume the shape of useful or gratifying objects between the jaws of the goddess of Industry.” This description is one extended metaphor for the poetic method, as Baudelaire practised it. Ragpicker and poet: both are concerned with refuse

SW 4, p. 48

Method of this project: literary montage. I needn’t say anything. Merely show. I shall purloin no valuables, appropriate no ingenious formulations. But the rags, the refuse—these I will not inventory but allow, in the only way possible, to come into their own: by making use of them.

AP, p. 460

Prompted by Louis Aragon’s description of the Passage de l’Opéra in Paris Peasant, Benjamin and his friend Franz Hessel began preliminary work for a magazine article on the arcades. It was never finished. From the middle of 1927, Benjamin took notes for a piece on the Paris arcades in a small black notebook with a leather cover (fig. 10.1). At the beginning, Benjamin had intended only to write an essay on these themes, but the plan expanded as he reconceptualized the project subsequently. In May 1935 he noted in a letter to Alfred Cohn that, after an interruption of several years, he was returning to the project “known as the Paris Arcades, which since its beginnings seven or eight years ago has never been so keenly pursued as now and which has been through a large-scale and, I believe, beneficial process of fusing, in which the whole mass of thoughts, which were originally organized in an immediate metaphysical fashion, has been transferred into a state of aggregation more befitting of its contemporary existence. There now exists a comprehensive exposé of this work [see fig. 10.2], which allows traits of the actual book to be perceived. Whether this will ever get written is, of course, more doubtful than ever before. The only thing that is fairly certain is that to a much greater degree than I might have suspected earlier, it will become a counterpart to the baroque book. The old title Paris Arcades is discarded. The book is now called: Paris, The Capital of the Nineteenth Century” (GB V, p. 102). Just as the tragic drama book unrolled the seventeenth century from Germany, so too this new book was to reel the nineteenth century out of Paris. By interpreting concrete historical phenomena—architecture, fashion, advertising, prostitution or photography—Benjamin hoped to develop a historico-philosophical construction of the century from which he stemmed.

What the planned book tenders, for the most part, is a collation of quotations. The large manuscript of notes and materials for The Arcades Project, a collection of excerpts as well as Benjamin’s fragmentary theoretical considerations, is crammed with findings drawn together from dispersed, frequently arcane sources in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris. From between the covers of books he attempted recovery: the pages of The Arcades Project provide a space for collection. Benjamin excerpted, copied down in his own manuscript, and compiled snatchings taken from a mass of books, essays, and pamphlets—the bibliography comprises 850 titles. Sheet after sheet (426 in total) was filled up with quarried citations, intermingled with his own reflections, programmatic notes, fragments that make comments and interpret.

In one of the fragments Charles Baudelaire’s description of the chiffonier is quoted: “ ‘Voici un homme chargé de ramasser les débris d’une journée de la capitale. Tout ce que la grande cité a rejeté, tout ce qu’elle a perdu, tout ce qu’elle a dédaigné, tout ce qu’elle a brisé, il le catalogue, il le collectionne. Il compulse les archives de la débauche, le capharnaüm des rebuts. It fait un triage, un choix intelligent; il ramasse, comme un avare un trésor, les ordures qui, remâchées par la divinité de l’Industrie, deviendront des objets d’utilité ou de jouissance’ (Du vin et du haschish Oeuvres I, pp. 249–50). As may be gathered from this prose description of 1851, Baudelaire recognizes himself in the figure of the ragman” (AP, pp. 349–50). And Benjamin also recognized himself in the figure of the ragman or ragpicker. Benjamin underlined the words “everything it has crushed underfoot he catalogues and collects” in the French quotation (fig. 10.4). The archival work of the ragpicker is related to his own: The Arcades Project wishes to pick up the refuse of history. Like a poor and burdened man cleverly picking through the rubbish of the previous day, the materialist historian selects from amongst all that is disregarded and from the residues of history. At the library he is unconcerned with what has been accredited as precious and valuable, but rather is drawn towards historical refuse. Waste materials are to enter into significant connections and fragments are used to gain a new perspective on history. Benjamin conceived his work on the nineteenth century as an appropriation of rags.

The handwritten manuscript of notes and citations was probably begun in the autumn or winter of 1928. At the beginning of 1929 Benjamin discontinued the work, and only resumed it at the beginning of 1934. He wrote to Gretel Karplus from his Paris exile: “Now I have a small and bizarre request regarding the arcades papers. Since the first setting-up of the numerous sheets on which the notes are to reside, I have always used one and the same type of paper, namely a normal letter pad of white MK [Max Krause] paper. Now my supplies of this are exhausted and I would very much like to preserve the external uniformity of this bulky and elaborate manuscript. Would it be possible for you to arrange for one of those pads to be sent to me?” (GB IV, p. 330). The sheets of paper that make up the manuscript do indeed exhibit a thoroughly consistent uniformity. Benjamin folded them in the middle, making of them double sheets, and in each case he wrote on the first and third side in the left-hand column. The principle of construction insists that the right-hand column—flagged by Benjamin with a crease—remains devoid of writing (except when epigraphs were placed there). Each side with writing on it bears an alphanumeric classmark in the top left corner (e.g. J68, see fig. 10.4).

In preparing the earlier book on The Origin of German Tragic Drama Benjamin meticulously gathered copious quotations in a similar fashion: “I have at my disposal about six hundred quotations and, in addition, they are so well organized that you can get an overview at a glance” (Correspondence, p. 236). This time, though, an assemblage of numerous excerpts, accumulated to various ends, needed to be arranged in such a way that everything was easily locatable. Benjamin set up files or convolutes that pre-sorted the material along thematic lines. Each one was allocated a letter of the alphabet, which reappears in the classmark. The first letter of the classmark indicates the respective convolute—J, for example (in the classmark J68) indicates the one on Baudelaire. In the end there were over thirty files of material that arose via this method. Benjamin put together an overview (figs 10.5 and 10.6) that lists each one and thus, simultaneously, outlines a catalog of themes for the work in process. It assigns capital and lower-case letters of the alphabet—ordered in two columns—to the convolutes’ titles. Empty spaces alongside some of the small letters are noticeable: these were clearly placeholders for possible further convolutes.

The Arcades Project never made it as far as composition. It fell through, disintegrating in the collector’s hands. The more he collected, the further away shifted any possibility of finding some presentational form for the material. Around 1937 the focal point of the work concentrated on Baudelaire. A book about the poet was planned as a “miniature model” of the arcades study. To this end, Benjamin read through the arcades manuscripts and put colored marks on those notes that struck him as relevant for the Baudelaire project. Using colored pencils, he developed a code, a system of symbols, which were then associated with themes that were to be dealt with in his study of Baudelaire. One example of this is the solid green oval with a black cross on page J68, which indicates the theme of Allegory. This aspect was to be dealt with in the first part of the planned work. Benjamin never wrote it up—the book on Baudelaire remained a fragment too.







 

Figures

10.1 First notes for Paris Arcades (1927)—Manuscript in the black leather notebook, shown here page 16r. Compare AP, pp. 827–9.

10.2 Exposé of Paris, The Capital of the Nineteenth Century (1935)—Typescript (carbon copy), twenty-one sides; shown here, page 1. Compare AP, p. 3.

10.3 Gisèle Freund, “Walter Benjamin in the Bibliothèque Nationale” (Photographer’s dating on the reverse, 1939)—Photograph, Theodor W. Adorno Archive, Frankfurt am Main.

10.4 Notes and materials for The Arcades Project (1928–1940)—426 double pages; shown here, J68. Compare AP, pp. 349–50.

10.5 and 10.6 Overview of The Arcades Project convolutes—Manuscript, two sides. Compare AP, p. 29.
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Paris Arcades

The asphalt roadway in the middle: teams of harnessed humans, human carriages. Procession of human carriages.

The street that runs through houses. Track of a ghost through the walls of houses.

People who inhabit these arcades: the signboards with the names have nothing in common with those that hang beside respectable entryways. Rather, they recall the plaques on the railings of cages at the zoo, put there to indicate not so much the dwelling place as the name and origin of the captive animals.

World of particular secret affinities: palm tree and feather duster, hairdryer and Venus de Milo, champagne bottles, prostheses, and letter-writing manuals, <broken off>

When, as children, we were made a present of those great encyclopedic works—World and Mankind or The Earth or the latest volume of the New Universe—wasn’t it into the multicolored “Carboniferous Landscape” or “European Animal Kingdom of the Ice Age” that we plunged first of all, and weren’t we, as though at first sight, drawn by an indeterminate affinity between the ichthyosaurs and bisons, the mammoths and the woodlands? Yet this same strange rapport and primordial relatedness is revealed in the landscape of an arcade. Organic world and inorganic world, abject poverty and insolent luxury enter into the most contradictory communication; the commodity intermingles and interbreeds as promiscuously as images in the most tangled of dreams. Primordial landscape of consumption.

Trade and traffic are the two components of the street. Now, in the arcade the first of these has all but died out: the traffic there is rudimentary. The arcade is a street of lascivious commerce only; it is wholly adapted to arousing desires. Thus, there is no mystery in the fact that whores feel spontaneously drawn there. Because in this street all the juices slow to a standstill, the commodity proliferates along the house fronts and enters into new and fantastic combinations, like the tissue in tumors.

The will turns down the wide street into the teeth of pleasure and, as lust, drags with it into its gloomy bed whatever it finds in the way of fetish, talisman, and gage of fate across its path, drags with it the rotting debris of letters, kisses, and names. Love presses forward with the inquisitive fingers of desire down the winding street. Its way leads through the interior of the lover, which opens up to him in the image of the beloved who passes lightly before him. This image opens up his interior to him for the first time. For, as the voice of the truly beloved awakens in his heart an answering voice which he has never before heard in himself, the words which she speaks awaken in him thoughts of this new, much more hidden ego that reveals to him her image, while the touch of her hand awakens <broken off>

Game in which children have to form a brief sentence out of given words. This game is seemingly played by the goods on display: binoculars and flower seeds, screws and musical scores, makeup and stuffed vipers, fur coats and revolvers.

Maurice Renard, in his book Le Péril bleu, has told how inhabitants of a distant planet come to study the flora and fauna indigenous to the lower depths of the atmosphere—in other words, to the surface of the earth. These interplanetary travelers see in human beings the equivalent of tiny deep-sea fish—that is to say, beings who live at the bottom of a sea. We no more feel the pressure of the atmosphere than fish feel that of the water; this in no way alters the fact that both sets of creatures reside on an ocean floor. With the study of the arcades, a closely related reorientation in space is opened up. The street itself is thereby manifest as <x> well-worn interior: as living space of the collective, for true collectives as such inhabit the street. The collective is an eternally awake, eternally agitated being that—in the space between the building fronts—lives, experiences, understands, invents as much as individuals do within the privacy of their own four walls. For it, for this collective, enameled shop signs are a wall decoration as good as, if not better than, the inexpensive oleograph above the hearth. Walls with their “Post No Bills” are its writing desk, newspaper stands its libraries, display windows its glazed inaccessible armoires, mailboxes its bronzes, benches its bedroom furniture, and the café terrace is the balcony from which it looks down on its household. As with a railing where pavers hang their coats before going to work, the vestibule is the hidden gateway which gives onto a row of courtyards—is, for it, the corridor that daunts the strangers and serves as the key to its dwelling.

A factory of 5,000 workers for weddings and banquets. Attire for bride and groom. Birdseed in the fixative pans of a photographer’s darkroom.—Mme. de Consolis, Ballet Mistress. Lessons, Classes, Routines.—Mme.de Zahna, Fortuneteller. Possession by spirits, Illusions, Secret Embraces.

Everywhere stockings play a starring role. They are found in the photographer’s studio, then in a doll hospital, and, one day, on the side table of a tavern, watched over by a girl.

The arcade may be conceived as mineral spa <Brunnenhalle>. Arcade myth, with legendary source.

It is high time the beauties of the nineteenth century were discovered.

Arcade and railroad station: yes / Arcade and church: yes / Church and railroad station: Marseilles /

Poster and arcade: yes / Poster and building: no / Poster and <x>: open /

Conclusion: erotic magic / Time / Perspective / Dialetical reversal (commodity—type).
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I. Fourier, or the Arcades

The magic columns of these palaces

Show to the amateur on all sides,

In the objects their porticos display,

That industry is the rival of the arts.

Nouveaux Tableaux de Paris (Paris, 1828), vol. 1, p. 27

Most of the Paris arcades come into being in the decade and a half after 1822. The first condition for their emergence is the boom in the textile trade. Magasins de nouveautés, the first establishments to keep large stocks of merchandise on the premises, make their appearance. They are the forerunners of department stores. This was the period of which Balzac wrote: “The great poem of display chants its stanzas of color from the Church of the Madeleine to the Porte Saint-Denis.” The arcades are a center of commerce in luxury items. In fitting them out, art enters the service of the merchant. Contemporaries never tire of admiring them, and for a long time they remain a drawing point for foreigners. An Illustrated Guide to Paris says: “These arcades, a recent invention of industrial luxury, are glass-roofed, marble-paneled corridors extending through whole blocks of buildings, whose owners have joined together for such enterprises. Lining both sides of these corridors, which get their light from above, are the most elegant shops, so that the passage is a city, a world in miniature.” The arcades are the scene of the first gas lighting.
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Fig. 10.4

“La Destruction” on the demon: “he fills my burning lungs / with sinful cravings never satisfied.” The lung as the seat of desire is the boldest intimation of desire’s unrealizability that can be imagined. Compare the invisible stream in “Bénédiction.”[J68,1]

Of all the Baudelairean poems, “La Destruction” comprises the most relentless elaboration of the allegorical intention. The “bloody retinue,” which the poet is forced by the demon to contemplate, is the court of allegory—the scattered apparatus by dint of which allegory has so disfigured and so unsettled the world of things that only the fragments of that world are left to it now, as object of its brooding. The poem breaks off abruptly; it itself gives the impression—doubly surprising in a sonnet—of something fragmentary.[J68,2]

Compare “Le Vin des chiffonniers” with “Dans ce Cabriolet,” by Sainte-Beuve (<Les Consolations,> vol. 2 [Paris, 1863], p. 193):

Seated in this cabriolet, I examine the man

Who drives me, the man who’s little more than machine,

Hideous with his thick beard, his long matted hair:

Vice and wine and sleep weigh down his sottish eyes.

How far then, I thought, can humanity sink?

And I draw back to the other corner of the seat.

The poet goes on to ask himself whether his own soul is not just as unkempt as the soul of the coachman. Baudelaire mentions this poem in his letter of January 15, 1866, to Sainte-Beuve.[J68,3]

The ragpicker is the most provocative figure of human misery. “Ragtag” Lump-enproletarier in a double sense: clothed in rags and occupied with rags. “Here we have a man whose job it is to pick up the day’s rubbish in the capital. He collects and catalogs everything that the great city has cast off, everything it has lost, and discarded, and broken. He goes through the archives of debauchery, and the jumbled array of refuse. He makes a selection, an intelligent choice; like a miser hoarding treasure, he collects the garbage that will become objects of utility or pleasure when refurbished by Industrial magic” (“Du Vin et du haschisch,” Oeuvres, vol. 1, pp. 249–50). As may be gathered from this prose description of 1851, Baudelaire recognizes himself in the figure of the ragman. The poem presents a further affinity with the poet, immediately noted as such: “a ragpicker stumbles past, wagging his head / and bumping into walls with a poet’s grace, / pouring out his heartfelt schemes to one / and all, including spies of the police.”[J68,4]
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Overview
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Past Turned Space

Arcades and Interiors

Here, the Paris arcades are examined as though they were properties in the hand of a collector.

AP, p. 205

The collector is the true resident of the interior.

AP, p. 9

“I needn’t say anything. Merely show” (AP, p. 860)—that could be a photographic slogan. It could even be Germaine Krull’s (1897–1985). Benjamin became acquainted with her in 1926 or 1927. A close friendship appears to have developed only in 1937 (in April of that year Benjamin requested that Friedrich Pollock convey his address to the photographer). Preserved in the archive are a number of letters from Krull to Benjamin—his ones to her are, with one sole exception, lost. These letters date from October 1937 to October 1938 and, for the most part, they report on her travails with Chien-fou, a novel with autobiographical elements, for which Krull hoped to find a publisher in Paris.

Germaine Krull came to public attention in 1928 following the publication in Paris of her album Métal, a series of industrial photos, of factories, cranes, bridge-constructions and iron girders (belonging to the Eiffel Tower). Benjamin mentions her for the first time in 1930 in a short report on Surrealist Magazines (GS IV.1, pp. 595–6). He counted Krull amongst the photographic avant-garde. One paragraph in Little History of Photography names her in the same breath as August Sander and Karl Blossfeldt. Sander, Krull, and Blossfeldt represent a photography grounded in the “physiognomic, political, and scientific interest” (SW 2:2, p. 526) in reality. When Little History of Photography appeared in the Literary World in 1931 reproductions of photographs accompanied the article, amongst them two by Krull (fig. 11.14). Neither of these photographs, of which Benjamin presumably had copies, have been preserved in the archive. In total the archive holds thirteen images of Paris by Germaine Krull. Nine of them, taken in 1928, are photographs of arcades, dressed shop windows or shop fronts. There are four others (figs 11.10 to 11.13), which present unadorned excerpts of the material reality of the city: a building façade and street, a dilapidated rear courtyard, damaged walls, oppressive corners—and lost within all of this some lone individuals. The images sample the details of a petrified world. They record urban grayness, austerity, and ordinary existence and capture the melancholy traces of decay and deterioration.

Peeling courtyards, worn out façades, displays of wigs or corsets—Eugène Atget (1857–1927) had already documented the same subjects as Krull. These are motifs that the Surrealists rediscovered in the twenties. In 1926 some of Atget’s photographs were published in Le Révolution Surréaliste. Just a couple of years later Krull’s shop-window dummies appeared in the Surrealist magazine Variétés. A number of them were placed right next to similar ones by Atget. Her display windows present alienated images of fashion, dreamlike scenes: brashly made-up dolls, amusingly and unsettlingly identical at one and the same time, carcasses, loose heads, severed body parts.

Krull’s Parisian arcades are imaged as an extinct architecture—a past building form, antiquated and passé. The photographer attempts to find new aspects in the vanishing and the old-fashioned, in everything that conjures up nostalgia. Her arcades, in which people (or their strolling shadows) are only seldom found, turn into spaces crammed with signs, or even enigmatically confusing forests of symbols. Unusual perspectives are deployed, most strikingly perhaps in the photograph of the Imprimerie de l’Horloge (fig. 11.4), which is taken at an extreme angle and is further defamiliarized by the decisions reached in cropping the image. The clock appears dominant in this image. And clocks appear several times in these photographs. They show the hour that struck for the arcades: images of time stilled.

Benjamin regarded arcades and private interiors as corresponding spatial formations. Along with the arcades photos, he also held on to a few photos of a bourgeois interior. Three are present in the bequest (figs 11.15 to 11.17); they were taken by his friend Sasha Stone (Aleksander Serge Steinsapir, 1895–1940), who also designed the dust jacket for One-Way Street. In one passage in that book—”Manorially Furnished Ten-Room Apartment”—Benjamin describes just such an interior. The three photographs that have been preserved show, from contrasting perspectives, and, in one case, exposed in a stark back light, the same opulently cluttered and cushioned space, in which there is barely room between all the amassed things for its inhabitant: “knickknacks, knickknacks everywhere” (SW 2:1, p. 141).







 

Figures

11.1 Germaine Krull, Entrance to the Passage du Ponceau—Photograph.

11.2 Germaine Krull, Passage du Ponceau—Photograph.

11.3 Germaine Krull, Passage du Ponceau—Photograph.

11.4 Germaine Krull, Passage des Deux-Soeurs—Photograph.

11.5 Germaine Krull, Passage—Photograph.

11.6 Germaine Krull, Passage du Caire—Photograph.

11.7 Germaine Krull, Shop-window dummies—Photograph.

11.8 Germaine Krull, Display with corsets—Photograph.

11.9 Germaine Krull, Shop front in an arcade—Photograph.

11.10 Germaine Krull, Rear courtyard in Paris—Photograph.

11.11 Germaine Krull, Corner between houses—Photograph.

11.12 Germaine Krull, Building façades in Paris—Photograph.

11.13 Germaine Krull, Entrance to an arcade—Photograph.

11.14 Little History of Photography. In Literary World, September 18 and 25 and October 2, 1931—shown here: extract from the installment in the issue published on September 25, 1931 (No. 39), page 3. Compare SW 2:2, pp. 514–15.

11.15 to 11.17 Sasha Stone, Bourgeois interior—Photographs.
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Fig. 11.7
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Fig. 11.8




[image: images]

Fig. 11.9
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Fig. 11.10
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Fig. 11.11
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Fig. 11.13
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Fig. 11.14

Little History of Photography
by Walter Benjamin

To appreciate the full impact made by the daguerreotype in the age of its discovery, one should also bear in mind that plein air painting was then opening up entirely new perspectives for the most advanced painters. Conscious that in this very area photography had to take the baton from painting, even Arago, in his historical review of the early attempts of Giovanni Battista Della Porta, explicitly commented: “As regards the effect produced by the imperfect transparency of our atmosphere (which has been loosely termed ‘atmospheric degradation’), not even experienced painters expect the camera obscura”—i.e., the copying of images appearing in it—“to help them to render it accurately.” At the moment when Daguerre succeeded in fixing the images of the camera obscura, painters parted company on this point with technicians. The real victim of photography, however, was not landscape painting but the portrait miniature. Things developed so rapidly that by 1840 most of the innumerable miniaturists had already become professional photographers, at first only as a sideline, but before long exclusively. Here the experience of their original livelihood stood them in good stead, and it is not their artistic background so much as their training as craftsmen that we have to thank for the high level of their photographic achievement. This transitional generation disappeared very gradually; indeed, there seems to have been a kind of biblical blessing on those first photographers: the Nadars, Stelzners, Piersons, Bayards all lived well into their eighties and nineties. In the end, though, businessmen invaded professional photography from every side; and when, later on, the retouched negative, which was the bad painter’s revenge on photography, became ubiquitous, a sharp decline in taste set in. This was the time photograph albums came into vogue. They were most at home in the chilliest spots, on occasional tables or little stands in the drawing room—leather-bound tomes with repellent metal hasps and those gilt-edged pages as thick as your finger, where foolishly draped or corseted figures were displayed: Uncle Alex and Aunt Reikchen, little Trudi when she was still a baby, Papa in his first term at university … and finally, to make our shame complete, we ourselves—as a parlor Tyrolean, yodeling, waving our hat before a painted snowscape, or as a smartly turned-out sailor, standing rakishly with our weight on one leg, as is proper, leaning against a polished door jamb. The accessories used in these portraits, the pedestals and balustrades and little oval tables, are still reminiscent of the period when, because of the long exposure of time, subjects had to be given supports so that they wouldn’t move. And if at first head clamps and knee braces were felt to be sufficient, “further impedimenta were soon added, such as were to be seen in famous paintings


[image: images]

Figs 11.15 and 11.16
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Fig. 11.17
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Hard Nuts to Crack

Riddles, Brainteasers, Word Games

Puzzles1

1)If I steal the beginning of the middle from him

He follows the beauties through halls and rooms,

Instead of a rolling cloud of glowing dust

He only trails a little dusty cloud.

Answer: Samum, Saum [simoom, hem]

2)Once sought-after and desired,

Died out and devastated,

It now appears across the old spot

with a new word.

And from its middle spits

A glimmer; whoever extinguishes it,

Finds that in the rolls of rubble

An ancient riddle sounds.

Answer: Ruine, Rune [ruin, rune]

3)An animal turns its tail into its head and so transforms itself into a bunch of angry people? What is it called?

Answer: Otter, Rotte [otter, mob]

4)If the last syllable shows itself clearly

Then the first one offers itself inside it.

Yet it brought death to the man,

Who took it as the first,

And the area, where it occurred,

Stands before you as a whole.

Answer: Bodensee [Lake Constance—in German it literally means “ground lake”]

5)The names of a contradictory pair

present themselves:

The first one doesn’t budge from its spot,

The other one is easy to displace.

The first one generally brings joy,

The second ones remain uncertain.

Answer: Fest, Lose [fixed/festival, loose/lots (as in a lottery)]

6)With P one animal, with R a mass.

Answer: Pudel, Rudel [poodle, herd]

7)What happens first of all to the building plan happens last of all to the house. What is it?

Answer: Das Überdachtwerden [Being considered/being roofed]

8)Saint Anthony shouts his

Words in his seclusion.

The borders of a large town

Are subsequently characterized in this way.

Answer: Weich’ Bild!, Weichbild [Be gone image!, municipal area]

Only to the fleeting glance do they appear peripheral: the collection of riddles, brainteasers, and word games, which Benjamin published, included in his letters and preserved amongst his papers. This too is only a torso, less than threescore riddles and brainteasers have survived. But Benjamin resides in them—with his pleasure in playing games, his interest in theories of language, his passion for cogitation, his developed sense of the visual and shapes, his love of poetic sounds and wordplay. Benjamin shared his joy at discovering riddles with others: his brother Georg, his wife Dora, his son Stefan, Gershom Scholem, Gretel Karplus. These tiny forms demonstrate his capacity for humor, such as also impresses itself on Benjamin’s letters and some of his writings—for example, the communications from the University of Muri, whereby he devised, together with the fictitious beadle Scholem, pastiches of academic life, ingenious and punning announcements of courses or library acquisitions.

There are three types of puzzles in the collection, even if the borders between them are quite fluid: word games, brainteasers, and rebuses. Benjamin was not only theoretically interested in the connections between the sound of a word and its meaning. In his study of Baroque tragic drama he mentioned the speculations about sounds on the part of Jacob Boehme, who conceived the language of creatures not “as a realm of words,” but rather “as something resolved into its sounds and noises”: “In his view A was the first letter which forces its way from the heart, I the center of the highest love, R possessed the character of the source of fire because it ‘rasps, crackles, and rattles’ and S was sacred fire” (The Origin of German Tragic Drama, p. 204). Likewise, in a review, Benjamin interpreted the name Rinaldo Rinaldini according to the sounds of the letters; it was “an onomatopoetic expression—not of the robber’s life, but rather of the eternal longing for it. This name is inhabited by the forest echo of the vieux souvenir, of which Baudelaire wrote in a poem, it reaches us ‘like a crying horn’. The leitmotifs ‘loneliness,’ ‘justness,’ and ‘freedom’ coalesce in this magical sound” (GS III, p. 185). On occasion, Benjamin attempted to voice his own magical sounds. Together with the poet Friedrich Heinle (1894–1914), a fellow student, he composed Spirits of the Primeval Forest, a number of verses whose linguistic joshing, inspired by the Expressionists, depends on alliteration and absurd rhymes at the end of the lines. Distortions of words and linguistic jokes play an important role in his notes on Stefan.

A series of rhyming riddles—of which two appeared in 1927, in The Practical Berlin Woman, a magazine edited by Dora Sophie Benjamin—are based totally on the principle of word formation: the solutions are words that are differentiated from each other by a single letter, palindromes or homonyms. For his birthday in 1938 he received some riddles from his sister-in-law Hilde Benjamin, thought up for him by his brother Georg who was in prison. Benjamin expressed his gratitude: “His brain twisters are very tough nuts to crack and I still haven’t managed it” (GB VI, p. 144), and, in response, he sent him a number of puzzles called “daldals”: “The end of the sentence must be substituted by homonymic groups of syllables. The number and writing mode of the dal—how many and whether written separately or conjoined—[indicates] how many syllables are to be appended and how they group together as words” (GB VI, p. 144). One of the examples goes like this: “Jimmy was a rude drunkard, who never went to the bank and so developed the habit of always paying with unsecured cheques. As they entered a new pub, the final stop of a long beery binge with his friend Tommy, the friend said to Jimmy: Your turn to cough up at the dal dal daldal.” The solution: “bar bar Barbar” (GS VI, 145), with “bar” permutating in meaning from “bar,” where one drinks, “bar” as “cash” and “Barbar” meaning “barbarian.” Benjamin also deploys the assonance of syllables, on which the daldal puzzle depends, in a verse in the Spirits of the Primeval Forest. And he devised alphabetic experiments with his own name, for example, forming anagrams that could be used as pseudonyms, such as Anni M. Bie, Jann Beim, or Jemabinn (fig. 12.1).

As a writer for radio and a presenter Benjamin knew how to deliver punchlines and how the tone of a voice could be put to best use. He not only possessed the necessary talent for communication, but also—as his radio lectures for children demonstrate—had at his disposal pedagogical skills. On July 6, 1932 Benjamin confronted his young radio listeners with thirty “Hard Nuts to Crack” and three brainteasers that might be characterized as especially “Tough Almonds”: number puzzles, geometrical questions, exercises in logic, and teasers with words and letters (compare GS VII, pp. 305–15). Since the eighteenth century puzzles have been collected under the rubrics “Nuts”, “Tough Nuts”, “Hard Nuts” or “Tough Almonds”. These terms were very familiar to a child growing up around 1900. Perhaps Benjamin even knew the book from 1918 called Children’s Delight, which contained “Tough Almonds” and riddles; the editor of the volume was Frida Schanz, who, as Scholem attested, represented “W.B.’s favorite example of literary vacuity” (Scholem, Correspondence, p. 194). One brainteaser is preserved amongst Ruth Berlau’s literary remains, because Margarete Steffin transcribed it and furnished it with her own suggested solution. It follows a pattern that is still favored today, which allows lots of variants but only one combination that works (fig. 12.3). Such a training for the brain finds its correspondence in criminal ambitions, which Benjamin possessed as a reader—and, for a period, even as the author of a detective novel, which he planned to write with Brecht. An exercise in sleuthing—his own invention?—which he sent to Stefan on May 28, 1936, has not been preserved. In contrast, an “Ariadne Puzzle”, whose author is unknown, is found in his bequest. Benjamin cannot be ruled out as the originator, because the text has been typed on the same typewriter as other puzzles by him that he managed to get into print (fig. 12.4). During the First World War Dora and Walter Benjamin delved into techniques of encryption, in order to advise Scholem, who was under observation in the army, about the possibility of an encrypted letter exchange. They decided that the “most ingenious” secret code was one that depended on a change in the code number, such that, for example, in the case of 42345, first the fourth word, then the second, then the third, etc., is meaningful, while the other words are filler, even though they appear to make sense. A similar encryption code is mentioned in some notes for a detective story. One of Benjamin’s pseudonyms owes its existence to his desire for anonymity. In exile he wanted to sign his works as O.E. TAL, reversal of the Latin phrase “lateo” (I am hidden).

In July 1929 Benjamin published a piece on picture puzzles in the Illustrierte Blatt, with the title “What Our Grandparents Racked Their Brains Over” (fig. 12.2). He included some rebuses in the article. “The picture puzzle is not quite as old as those obscure and lofty riddles of folklore, the best known of which is that of the Sphinx,” he writes. “Perhaps man’s awe when confronted by the word had to decline a little, before he dared to loosen the connection of sound and meaning—which had seemed so strong—and invited them to play with each other” (GS IV.2, p. 622). Benjamin compared the picture puzzles of his ancestors with the perceptual world of his day, the standardized architecture, statistical schemes, the unambiguousness of neon advertising signs and traffic symbols. “The actualities of another epoch deposit themselves in other signs” (GS IV.2, p. 623). Benjamin read a window display in the Paris arcades as a rebus. He included picture puzzles in letters: for the Vierwaldstättersee—the German name for Lake Lucerne which includes the number 4 and the word forest and a homonym for Städter, city dweller, in its name—he used the number 4, trees, and a citizen. A diploma made for Scholem’s fiancée, Elsa Burchhardt, is replete with symbols and Hebrew letters. There is a Figure Puzzle in the bequest, which has been typed on the same typewriter as the Ariadne Puzzle mentioned earlier (fig. 12.5).

One of his contributions to the 100th anniversary of Hebbel’s death is subtitled Picture Puzzle and it is as just such a thing that one of the photographs in Benjamin’s bequest functions. It is an image of washing lines full with laundry, just as one sees stretched across Neapolitan alleys. But these ones happen to hang in a hilly landscape, which does not seem to tally with a south Italian town (fig. 12.6). Where might it be? Who took the photograph? Why did Benjamin hold on to it?

The meaningful figurativeness of a rebus is a good match for Benjamin’s thinking. It corresponds to the architectonic construction of his thought’s arrangement and the significance that he accorded the graphic form of his manuscripts. In addition, Benjamin took pleasure in the poetological and aesthetic dimensions of puzzles, for example, in 1926, in a review of the novel Bella by Jean Girandoux. He characterized it as “the loveliest updating of the crossword puzzle,” because it is “written to all intents and purposes in such a pattern”: “If in that form words are cut up into letters, here are images that among themselves traverse each other in the thing, the name, and the concept. A puzzle whose resolved image presents the wildest features of political and erotic struggle in its breathtaking intersections” (GS III, p. 37). The aesthetic dimension can also be found in notes on the Paris Arcades and is a continuation of considerations in the book on Baroque tragic drama. An entry in convolute J of The Arcades Project, on Baudelaire, begins: “Allegory recognizes many enigmas, but it knows no mystery. An enigma is a fragment that, together with another, matching fragment, makes up a whole” (AP, p. 365). Puzzles, like fragments, are incomplete. They hold something open, demand a counterpart—the solution. They are schools for “mental exercises” (GS IV.2, p. 622), which instigate the cultivation of the brain, the forsaking of paradigms and the detonation of boundaries.







 

Figures

12.1 Draft anagrams. Reverse of a manuscript page with notes for On the Concept of History.

12.2 “What Our Grandparents Racked Their Brains Over.” In Das Illustrierte Blatt, July 1929 (No. 28), p. 95. Compare GS IV.2, pp. 622–4.

12.3 Brainteaser. Transcription by Margarete Steffin—Typescript. Ruth-Berlau Archive, one side.

12.4 “Ariadne Puzzle”—Typescript (carbon copy), one side.

12.5 “Figure Puzzle”—Typescript (carbon copy), one side.

12.6 Unknown photograph, untitled.
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Fig. 12.2

What Our Grandparents Racked Their Brains Over

The picture puzzle is not quite as old as those obscure and lofty riddles of folklore, the best known of which is that of the Sphinx. Perhaps man’s awe when confronted by the word had to decline a little, before he dared to loosen the connection of sound and meaning—which had seemed so strong—and invited them to play with each other. This is what they did so charmingly in “At the Close of the Working Day” in The Fireside journal, in the lap of the Family Friend, in the “Puzzle Corner” of Bazaar. But as well we might understand the fascination of the crossword puzzle, the interest in this “golf with words” and the other mental exercises that have followed them and won over the fashion magazines, these ones from the past appear most curious and remote. We might yet be able to recognize that our grandparents amused themselves with these—but what remains obscure to us is how they knew the ways to steal the secrets of this emaciated corps de ballet of devices and letters. But this is so only for as long as we proceed from our own perceptual world, which corresponds to the crossword puzzle so well, its standardized architecture, statistical schemes, the unambiguousness of neon advertising signs and traffic symbols.

The actualities of another epoch deposit themselves in other signs. One need think only of the style of political caricature in the middle of the last century, of which we have nothing to set alongside it today. It was precisely then that the picture puzzle flourished, flouting the authority of orthography, just as a Cham or a Daumier flouted the authority of the government. The real patron of the rebus, though, was the brilliant illustrator Grandville, whose graphic demagogy made not only heaven and earth, but also furniture, clothing, and instruments mobile against the Lord of Creation and lent letters the limbs and high spirits with which they mystify the reader here.
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Fig. 12.3

Walter Benjamin:

Six authors are sitting in a first-class railway carriage. Three of them sit on each side. Müller, Schulze, Schmidt, Becker, Meier, Lehmann. Their professions are—though not in the same order—essayist, historian, humorist, novelist, playwright, and poet.

Each one has written a book, which another one of the party is currently reading.

Müller is reading essays. Becker is reading the book by the person sitting opposite him. Schulze is sitting between the essayist and the humorist. Meier is next to the playwright. The essayist is sitting opposite the historian. Schmidt is reading a play. Schulze is the brother-in-law of the novelist. Müller, who is sitting in the corner, is not interested in history. Schmidt is sitting opposite the novelist. Meier is reading the book by the humorist. Lehmann is reading poems.

Give each author his name.

Dr Benjamin’s procedure:

I made four diagrams. In the first one I set down everything that Müller, Schulze, etc., can not have written. In the second one I set down who can not be an essayist, historian, etc.

These two negative diagrams are supplemented by my two positive ones, both of which are position plans of the seats in the railway carriage. In the first one I set down where Müller, Schulze, etc., are sitting, in the second one where the essayist, historian, etc., sit.

Each of these four diagrams can only be incompletely filled in. The solution emerges from their combination and is as follows:





	Schmidt
	Müller



	Humorist
	Novelist



	Schulze
	Becker



	Poet
	Playwright



	Lehmann
	Meyer



	Essayist
	Historian










	Steffin’s solution:
	 
	 



	humorist Schmidt
	playwright Schulze
	essayist Meyer



	reads a play
	reads a hist. novel
	reads a humorous book



	novelist Müller
	poet Becker
	historian Lehmann



	reads essays
	reads plays
	reads poem
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Fig. 12.4

Ariadne Puzzle

Many of us can probably still remember the “labyrinth” from our school days, which you or your classmates sketched on blotting paper or on the margins of your school notebooks during lessons. In the Greek legend, Theseus, who had to wander through just such a labyrinth, receives from his girlfriend Ariadne a thread by means of which he is able to find his way back to the exit. Our grandparents named certain puzzles, whose solution consists in strange, meandering, and zigzag lines, Ariadne Puzzles, in memory of this Greek girl. Here we place just such a one before our readers, and perhaps you might like to spend some moments considering it.

The inner space of our drawing is enclosed in a wall. A, B, and C are three houses, which are built into the wall; unfortunately their inhabitants cannot stand each other. Unhappily too, it happens that the well that belongs to house A is at a, that which belongs to house B is at b and the one belonging to house [C] is at c. Wells a and c are free-standing, but well b is right on the wall and it is impossible to go round it. Each house owner wants to get to his well, without cutting across the path of his neighbor. And it is possible. But how?
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Fig. 12.5

Figure Puzzle

How can one divide each of these figures into four parts, such that each part shares at least one line with the three others?
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Fig. 12.6




 

1The following puzzles are word games, most of them rhyming, that do not translate. In each instance, the German solution is given, followed by the English translation in italics in brackets.







13

Sibyls

Mosaics in Siena

Easy the way that leads into Avernus.

Virgil, The Aeneid

It is the unique provision of Baudelaire’s poetry that the image of the woman and the image of death intermingle in a third: that of Paris. The Paris of his poems is a sunken city, and more submarine than subterranean. The chthonic elements of the city—its topographic formations, the old abandoned bed of the Seine—have evidently found in him a mold. Decisive for Baudelaire in the “death-fraught idyll” of the city, however, is a social, a modern substrate. The modern is a principal accent of his poetry. As spleen, it fractures the ideal (“Spleen et idéal”). But precisely the modern, la modernité, is always citing primal history.

AP, p. 10

Eight postcard-sized art prints with representations of sibyls have been preserved in Benjamin’s bequest. These cards depict the mosaics that are embedded in the floor of the two nave aisles in the cathedral at Siena. The eight sibyls are shown on slabs that appear like giant woodcuts, with outlines picked out in black on white marble. We know from his letters that Benjamin was in Siena in 1929: “Tomorrow I am going to Siena. Time will be rather tight there,” he wrote to Gershom Scholem on July 27, 1929 (Correspondence, p. 354). In contrast to his reports from other Italian towns, he is extremely elliptical when it comes to Siena. He wrote not a single word on the mosaics in the cathedral there, at least none that have been passed on. We do not even know if he went to the cathedral and actually saw the sibyl mosaics. What more can be said then? On December 6, 1937 Benjamin wrote to Horkheimer: “It is sometimes necessary to make the reader clearly aware of the difficulties that stand in the path of the author” (GB V, p. 624). Our difficulties are the how and the why of these art postcards, their secret, the riddle of their presence in the bequest. Can the riddle be solved? Benjamin himself, a fan of puzzles, gives us one clue: “for this reason many puzzles can be solved simply through an image, but they can be saved only through the word” (SW 1, p. 268).1 The postcards can be fathomed; we can label them, discover the names of the sibyls, find out the various roles that history and stories have ascribed them. We know who created the Siena mosaics. But for the solution to the riddle of how and why they found their way into Benjamin’s collection we are lacking the key words.

And so we search amongst his texts and notes for words that might help us to solve this riddle. In the exposé Paris, the Capital of the Nineteenth Century (1935) Benjamin places Virgil’s “Facilis descensus Averno” above a section on Baudelaire, or the Streets of Paris. Why? What secret is buried here before the eyes of the ignorant? Is he reliant on the experts, those for whom Virgil’s words are not unknown and who therefore recognize the context? Avernus is a lake and the entrance to the underworld, guarded by the Cumaean Sibyl. It is she who utters the words “Facilis descensus Averno” (“Easy the way that leads into Avernus”) to Aeneas. What is the purpose of these sibylline words? What meaning does Benjamin intend them to generate? He begins his text with images of “woman” and “death.” In Virgil’s verses it is the Sibyl who descends with Aeneas into the underworld—the realm of death. Without her he would be lost, for only she has a connection with the realm of the dead and can bring the hero back to the world above once more. While in the underworld she leads him through the past, through all that has been lost and forgotten, and thereby she helps him to behold a new realm; she leads him into the past, in order to show him the future. Avernus and Sibyl are, for Benjamin, accordingly ciphers pointing to the connection of old and new, death and life.

These images are connected to a third, the image of Paris as an underworld. He lets himself be guided through this particular underworld by Baudelaire’s poems, which delineate the past, present, and future of the city. For whoever desires to discover the new, must descend and turn his back on the present. This is how to understand “the phrase about the historian as a prophet turned backwards”: “the historian turns his back on his own time, and his prophetic gaze ignites on the peaks of earlier generations that fade ever further into the past. It is to just such a prophetic gaze that an epoch is more clearly present than to the contemporaries who ‘keep pace with it’” (GS I.3, p. 1237). In the mythic image of the descent with the Sibyl—the prophetess—Benjamin develops a formula which looks forwards and backwards, pointing back to the origin and forwards to new possibilities of understanding in the reformulation of the old.


Sibyls stand at the crossing point of primitive history, antiquity, and Christianity. Their origins reach right back into primitive culture. Originally they were oracle-priestesses, who served various goddesses: the Sumerian-Persian sibyl the goddess Ishtar, the Cumaean sibyl Demeter, Delphica, and Hellespontica served the Greek Gaia, and the Phrygian sibyl served Cybele; these figures were mentioned by a variety of writers in antiquity, and thus word of them was passed on (Altenhöner, Sibylle, p. 103). Usually they lived in a cave, the sibyl’s grotto. The existence of such enclosures has been verified archaeologically, for example in Erythrai, an ancient town in Asia Minor. And nowadays one is still able to visit the Sibyl’s Grotto in Cumae, in the coastal region of Campania in Italy. In the Old Testament Sibyls appeared as Jewish prophetesses—such as, for example, the judge Deborah (Judges 4, verse 4) or the Witch of Endor (1. Samuel 28, verses 5–25). In antiquity the sibyls augured at the behest of Apollo, and in early Christianity they proclaimed the birth and ministry of Jesus Christ. In many church buildings sibyls are represented in paintings or mosaics, as in the cathedral at Siena.









 

Figures

13.1 Sibyl Delfica (Delphica), also known as Pythia, augured in the Temple of Apollo at Delphi. The name Delphi is derived from the Greek word δελϕυϑ (delphys) for “womb” and indicates an old veneration of the Earth Goddess Gaia.

13.2 The Sibyl of Cumae was the most significant sibyl in the Roman Empire. The nine famous sibylline books, which described the fate of the Romans, belonged to her; they were destroyed in the fire at the temple in Rome in 83 BC. She is known through Virgil’s Aeneid.

13.3 The Sibyl Cumana. Cumana is another name for the Sibyl of Cumae.

13.4 The Sibyl of Erythrai was the most famous Hellenic Sibyl. She is supposed to have foretold the fall of Troy.

13.5 The Sibyl Persica, also known as a Chaldean-Jewish sibyl, with the name Sabba or Sambethe, appears in Euripides as well.

13.7 Sibyl Frigia (Phrygia) belongs in the cultural area of the Assyrians, Hittites, (1950–1180 BC) and the Phrygians (900–620 BC) in contemporary Turkey. She foretold the deeds of Alexander the Great (300–100 BC).

13.8 Sibyl Hellespontica is the oldest Hellenic Sibyl and is supposed to have been endowed with the ability to presage by Apollo. Her domain of influence was Alexandria, west of Thessalonica; according to legend, she died in Troy.
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Figs 13.1 to 13.4
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Figs 13.5 to 13.8




 

1The translation has been modified here from that in the Selected Works in order to render Benjamin’s play with the words lösen and erlösen (solve and redeem).
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About the book

The German edition of this book was published to coincide with the exhibition Walter Benjamin’s Archives, which ran from October 3 to November 19, 2006 in the Academy of Arts, Berlin, supported by the Kulturstiftung des Bundes. As in the exhibition, the volume collates Images, Texts, and Signs from Benjamin’s bequest. The originals of materials reproduced in this book may be found in the Walter Benjamin Archive (abbreviated: WBA). One exception to this is the Wind Rose of Success; this is in the possession of Jörg Leinweber (Marburg an der Lahn). The brainteaser reproduced in the twelfth chapter originates from the Ruth-Berlau Archive of the Academy of Arts.

The transcriptions of Benjamin’s manuscripts in this book do not follow the positionings and line breaks of the handwritten originals. They are not strict topographical transcripts. Any deletions in Benjamin’s manuscripts are given—in as far as they can still be read. Any crossed-out words and parts of words that can no longer be deciphered are marked by a [x], in the case of multiple crossings out a [[image: images]]. Longer passages that have been crossed out are denoted by curly parentheses. Additions on the part of the editors are within square brackets in sans serif.1 Uncertain words and passages are marked by a [?]. Any missing quotation marks in the manuscript are not supplemented.

The prefaces to chapters 1, 3, and 8 are by Ursula Marx, while those to chapters 2, 6, and 12 are by Erdmut Wizisla. Prefaces to chapters 4, 5, and 9 to 11 are by Michael Schwarz, and those to chapters 7 and 13 are by Gudrun Schwarz. Some notes in square or angled brackets in translations of the manuscripts stem from the editorial apparatus in Benjamin’s Gesammelte Schriften.


 

1Some notes in square or angled brackets in translations of the manuscripts stem from the editorial apparatus in Benjamin’s Gesammelte Schriften.
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