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      Walter Benjamin was born on 15 July 1892 to a German-Jewish family in Berlin. He was educated at the Albert Ludwig University
         in Freiburg and the Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin. Benjamin considered himself a ‘man of letters’ and a literary
         critic; he shied away from the more formal title of philosopher. An essay on Goethe’s Elective Affinities published in 1924 earned him swift recognition but he struggled to find a position to support himself and build on its success.
         In the period between 1925 and 1933 Benjamin maintained a meagre living as a literary critic, translator and freelance writer
         for journals and magazines. During this time he met a number of left-wing intellectuals and befriended among others Bertholt
         Brecht and Theodor Adorno. When the Nazis came to power in 1933, Benjamin fled to Paris and became a prominent critic of Hitler’s
         regime. Paris served as an inspiration and it was during this period that he wrote some of his most influential essays and
         articles for literary journals, working on his immense study of nineteenth-century Parisian life known as The Arcades Project (which was posthumously published in unfinished form). Following the Nazi invasion of France Benjamin attempted to escape
         to the United States where a visa had been obtained for him. Trying to get through to neutral Portugal, Benjamin was prevented
         from crossing the Spanish border and committed suicide on 27 September 1940.

      
      J. A. Underwood celebrates forty years as a freelance translator from German or French this year (2009), during which time
         he has been privileged to translate or retranslate books by a wide variety of authors including Elias Canetti, Jean-Paul Sartre,
         Franz Kafka, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Sigmund Freud, and now Walter Benjamin.

      
      Amit Chaudhuri is a novelist, poet, critic and musician.

      WALTER BENJAMIN

      One-way Street and
 Other Writings

      Translated by J. A. Underwood
with an Introduction by Amit Chaudhuri
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      Introduction

      
      
      One must begin, as Susan Sontag did in her great essay ‘Under the Sign of Saturn’, by looking at photographs of the man. This
         is because, despite our curiosity and ardent interest, we know relatively little about him, and the little we know is too
         familiar. So we go back to the man himself, to the likeness – as we sometimes study the faces of those whose lives were interrupted
         early, to see what they can tell us. Sontag notes that Benjamin, in 1927, at the age of thirty-five, is, with his ‘high forehead’
         and ‘mustache above a full lower lip’, ‘youthful, almost handsome’. His head is lowered in this picture, and ‘the downward
         look through his glasses – the soft, daydreamer’s gaze of the myopic – seems to float’, believes Sontag, ‘off to the lower
         left of the photograph’. In a picture taken after about ten years, though, Sontag finds ‘no trace of youth or handsomeness…
         The look is opaque, or just more inward: he could be thinking… or listening… There are books behind his head.’

      
      Two things strike a chord in Sontag’s summation, although it takes a long time to grasp what they are. The first is the portrait
         of the intellectual – in this case, Walter Benjamin – as contemporary, and contemporaneousness being a quality (bestowed on
         him by death) at once tragic and optimistic. Despite losing his ‘youth’ and ‘handsomeness’, Benjamin will never grow old,
         and we are always subliminally aware of this: Benjamin, thus, never forfeits his curious unworldliness – he never settles
         into success or hardens into conservatism, never disintegrates into infirmity or dependence. This contemporaneousness, achieved
         through both the texture of the work and the arc of the life, is the essence of the photographs, and gives Benjamin, despite
         – or because of – his strange life, his anomalous, friend-like status in our imaginations. It makes this, in many ways, difficult
         and complex writer seem oddly accessible.

      
      This brings me to the second thing that Sontag notices almost inadvertently: the recognizability proffered by the photographs.
         Sontag does not approach the man in them as if he were a stranger; instead, she speaks of him with intimacy. This note of
         intimacy allows her to draw the portrait within the essay, which elaborates upon a single remark that Benjamin made about
         himself: ‘I came into the world under the sign of Saturn – the star of the slowest revolution, the planet of detours and delays…’
         Benjamin’s ‘melancholic self-awareness’, ironically fortified by his fatalism, draws Sontag out, in this connection, on ‘his
         phantasmagorical, shrewd, subtle relation to cities’, on his famous flânerie, as a theory and a practice, and even on his
         ‘slowness’, his ‘blundering’, his ‘stubbornness’:

      
      
         Slowness is one characteristic of the melancholic temperament. Blundering is another, from noticing too many possibilities,
            from not noticing one’s lack of practical sense. And stubbornness, from the longing to be superior – on one’s own terms.


      
      In this way, Benjamin is turned, by Sontag, into a familial figure, an obscure relative whom one had largely studied from
         a distance, and, somewhat peremptorily, thought one knew. There might be a reason for this sense of curiosity and recognition;
         Benjamin might belong to a family that many of us have a relationship to.

      
      
         *


      
      When I look at Benjamin’s photographs, I realize now that I, too, experience that sense of recognizability – which Sontag
         builds her argument around, and uses to her advantage, but does not explain: so subtle and integrated into the personal, into
         memory, is that register of affinity. When I look at Benjamin’s face, for instance, I realize that I do not see, first and
         foremost, a ‘Western’ man; I see someone familiar, someone who could also have been a Bengali living at any time between the
         end of the nineteenth and the middle of the twentieth centuries. Certainly, the ‘high forehead’ and the ‘mustache above a
         full lower lip’, and especially the ‘soft, daydreamer’s gaze of the myopic’, the features characterized not by nationality
         or caste but by introspection, gentility, and the privileges of childhood, mark him out as a bhadralok – the Bengali word for the indigenous, frequently bespectacled bourgeoisie that emerged (mainly in Calcutta; but also in
         the small towns of Bengal) in the nineteenth century. The bhadralok boy was born to well-being and maternal affection, but well-being is not the only connotation of the word: it could denote
         anything from well-to-do to hand-to-mouth. Almost the only assured possession of the bhadralok was, in lieu of property (since the bhadralok often also comprised East Bengali migrants settled in Calcutta) what Pierre Bourdieu misleadingly called ‘cultural capital’,
         made material, commonly, in a collection of books (‘There are books behind his head’). I say ‘misleading’ of Bourdieu’s term
         because it misses the often self-defeating romance, the fantasy, of bhadralok pedagogy, learning, and autodidacticism, circulating as these are in a milieu of subjugation, migration, and colonial history;
         it misses, too, the self-fashioning elitism and extravagance of the imaginary world of the bhadralok, often amassing cultural capital in a context of mofussil or small-town marginality, while at the same time exceeding that
         context. No one has formulated better than Benjamin the peculiar poetic resonance of the relationship of ‘cultural capital’ to marginality and imaginative extravagance. Thus, in the syntax of the following sentence from ‘Unpacking
         My Library’, the verb, which denotes performance, action, and imagination (in this case, the verb is ‘collecting’) is given
         a greater weight than the noun, which is commonly at one with identity, self, and the source (the noun is ‘collection’): ‘my
         heart is set on giving you a sense of the collector’s relationship to his possessions, something of an understanding of collecting
         rather than of a collection’. Not so much an ideal or an aim, but a form of daydreaming is being anatomized here. Culture,
         daydreaming, and the imagination become interchangeable for both the bhadralok and the Jew, for those who are placed just outside of the mainstream of twentieth-century Western history: ‘Of all the ways
         of getting hold of books, the most laudable is deemed to be writing them yourself.’

      
      What is it that makes Benjamin, for me, so familiar? What is it that converges in the face of a certain kind of Bengali and
         Jewish bourgeois, a face that is now, to all purposes, a relic? It is a current of history that shaped the late nineteenth
         and the twentieth centuries everywhere, and brought a particular kind of individual – putatively, the ‘modern’ – into existence.
         The face of the ‘modern’ belongs to someone who is secular, probably deracinated, and whose face, in place of the old patrician
         certainties of class, caste, and standing, possesses a new expression of inwardness; the glasses add to the refractedness
         of the expression. It is a face that inhabits a world in which various cultures are suddenly in contact with one another,
         and it is a product of that contact; but its inwardness refutes any easy formula – internationalism, miscegenation, hybridity
         – for how that contact takes place. Both Benjamin’s and the bhadralok’s face, with their look of introspection and contemporaneity, conceal something: in Benjamin’s case, the shame of Jewishness;
         in the Bengali’s, the disgrace of colonial subjugation. This is what makes the secular Bengali, the secular Jew, political: his or her angularity
         in relationship to the mainstream. But, unlike today’s post-colonial or proponent of identity politics, the bhadralok is unsure of his own identity: confronting world history has displaced him from his lineage, and his politics extends to
         a critique of his forebears. Many of us know what it means to occupy such a position, or to emerge from a tradition of individualism,
         of modernity, inflected by minority; and of minority not being a political certitude, but an experience of ambivalence. This
         is what makes Benjamin’s face, and its pensiveness, recognizable to us; for a large number of twentieth-century moderns belong
         to, or are a progeny of, that peculiar, nomadic family. Even Sontag – a Jew, a lesbian – is shaped by world culture in such
         a way as to permanently complicate, for her, simple affiliations of race and sexuality, and to force her to constantly reinterpret
         minority; in the end, for the modern, ambivalence becomes identity, and modernity a very specific kind of problem.

      
      What kind of problem is Benjamin pondering in these photographs? I think it is the problem of constructing tradition – his
         very special approach to which makes him unique in the annals of modernism, as well as integrally a part of it, and also makes
         him continually resonate for us. That war, capitalism, industrialization, and technology destroyed the unity, the presence,
         of the European past is a well-worn myth; so, too, is the consequent myth supporting the modernist aesthetic, of revisiting
         the past, or only being able to revisit it, through the fragment and the moment; to privilege that inheritance less, in a
         sense, than the talismanic bits and pieces through which it would henceforth be useful – thus, Eliot’s simultaneously resigned
         but assertive admission in The Waste Land about shoring fragments against ruins. Benjamin himself explored this nostalgia in ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’: ‘We can say: what shrinks in an age where the work of art can be reproduced by
         technological means is its aura.’

      
      This account misses how much of what is inadequately called ‘European culture’ was being reinterpreted, in this unprecedented
         way – a way that destroyed, in effect, traditional historical narrative – by those who, for reasons of race or religion or
         gender, had no ‘natural’ proprietorial claim to it: that the mode of disjunctiveness, and the problem of constructing a tradition,
         was not to do with the onset of industrialization alone, but liminality and disenfranchisement: for, say, Jews, Bengalis,
         and women, both political disenfranchisement and cultural inadmissibility. And so, for example, in Virginia Woolf ’s A Room of One’s Own, the act of perusal, the right to access books (especially in Oxbridge), or, in the case of women, the dismemberment of that
         right, is directly connected, in an arc, to the act of writing, in a tale of humour and frustration that echoes Benjamin’s
         ‘Of all the ways of getting hold of books, the most laudable is deemed to be writing them yourself.’ Not only writing them,
         but, as in the case of Woolf and Benjamin and others, abandoning the safety of a certain mode of telling for disjunctiveness
         as an entry into a tradition one has no natural right to, but in relationship to which one harbours both a deep kinship and
         a concealed sense of alienation. ‘The world changed in 1910,’ said Woolf; this is taken to be a reference to many things,
         including the loosening of sexual mores in Woolf ’s own family; but it could also include a subterranean awareness that the
         emergence of the disenfranchised ‘other’ – the Jew, the female, the non-Western – was going to be increasingly coterminous
         with the career of the ‘modern’; and this is one of the principal reasons why, from the prism of modernity, tradition, in
         a way at once theatrical and exemplary, becomes so difficult to access or even recognize.

      
      
         *


      
      The Romantic stereotype of the artist and the radical – who, in his propensity for wandering and towards exclusion prefigures,
         in some ways, the flâneur – is, with his exacerbated individualism, visibly ‘different’: ‘flashing eyes… floating hair’. With
         the modern, a new and deceptive quality emerges worldwide – normalcy – where difference and even radicalism are formative
         but implied. The gentleman (literally, the bhadralok: ‘civilized person’), the most characteristic face of normalcy, is the product of a complex contemporary history – to do
         with secularism, but also to do with colonial history, on both sides of the divide – where all sorts of inadmissible intellectual
         transactions (between languages, between cultures) are taking place within the domain of normalcy and sameness. It is worth
         recalling that both capitalism and colonialism generated an administrative class that was crucial to governance but which
         was disallowed real political power; from this class emerge Kafka’s hapless protagonists as well as the doorkeepers who so
         bewilder and confound them. ‘Sameness’ and ‘normalcy’ become the mode, then, through which the governed and subjugated – let’s
         say, Jews and Indians – share in governance through this new class, but are also denied absolute power: the ‘world of chancelleries
         and registries, of stuffy, shabby, gloomy interiors, is Kafka’s world’, says Benjamin. This, too, is the world that Macaulay
         intended when, in 1835, he spoke of conjuring, in India, ‘a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste,
         in opinions, in morals, and in intellect’; an administrative class, predominant within India at first in Bengal, working away
         in rooms and creating refracted lives of the mind, and reshaping and relocating its difference under the illusion of the normal
         and the recognizable. The artists and radicals who are the products of this class and history also conceal their marks of
         departure and oddity, just as those administrative servants do; a safe and conventional (and secular) respectability is the
         defining air of the Jewish or bhadralok intellectual – indeed, of the modern – a respectability  interrogated from within through both the workings of the imagination and, significantly, of radical difference. Baudelaire’s
         description of the dandy provides a clue as to how this marginal but recurrent type will proliferate everywhere from the late
         nineteenth century onwards: ‘the burning desire to create a personal form of originality, within the external limits of social conventions’ (my emphasis).

      
      Both the discourse of politeness and the one to do with the artistic or imaginative individual who emerges from the polite
         classes contain a paradoxical narrative to do with development, impairment, and slowness. Tagore rhetorically exhorts the
         motherland, Bengal, to reform her genteel progeny: ‘You are content, Mother, for your seventy million children to remain Bengalis,
         and not turn into men.’ ‘Bengalis’, here, are not being configured as primitives, but quite the opposite: as super-refined,
         spoiled, genteel children – in the privileged familial world of the colonial bourgeoisie – who haven’t grown up into ‘manhood’;
         in other words, into self-governance. In this way, the modern is insinuated subtly, and seductively, into a vocabulary of
         backwardness. And so Benjamin himself draws attention to the sign under which he was born, Saturn, the sign of impediments,
         expressing, through a mixture of metaphor and superstition, the melancholy not only of the intellectual life but also of minority;
         so Sontag recognizes in him the subaltern or peasant characteristics of ‘slowness’, ‘blundering’, and ‘stubbornness’; so Benjamin
         himself admits to his ineptness with objects, his inability, even in adulthood, to make a proper cup of coffee, his lack of
         mastery of the inanimate world. When writing of Proust, he describes him, revealingly, as a ‘hoary child’; the quote he chooses
         from Jacques Rivière to comment on Proust’s odd backwardness, his marginality, is instructive, and serves partly as a self-commentary
         on the scandal, the increasing unacceptability, on many levels, of being  a Jewish modern: ‘Marcel Proust died of the same inexperience as enabled him to write his work. He died of unworldliness and
         because he lacked the understanding to alter living conditions that had begun to crush him. He died because he did not know
         how to light a fire or open a window.’ It’s a fairly accurate, if figurative, account of the exigencies, as well as the peculiar
         creative opportunities, of the colonized bourgeoisie.

      
      From somewhere within the interstices of the various themes and languages of development (the avant-garde, for instance, or
         the colonizing mission) and backwardness (tradition; the ‘primitive’) that comprise modernity comes Benjamin’s indictment
         of linearity and progress, and his strategic embrace of the backward, the slow. Thus, his famous observation: ‘The concept
         of the historical progress of mankind cannot be sundered from the concept of its progression through a homogenous, empty time.
         A critique of the concept of such a progression must be the basis of any criticism of the concept of progress itself.’ This
         critique is what gives Benjamin’s work its unresolved, anti-narratorial quality; and it embodies what is characteristic of
         modernism, but what is insufficiently acknowledged in the canonical versions of that phase – the coming together, as in Benjamin,
         of the primitive, the barbaric, on the one hand, and the ‘high’ cultural, the ‘European’, on the other, in one mind, one place,
         one personality, in such a way that, fundamentally for the modern, redefines these terms and oppositions. It is a problematic
         confluence that brings to civility and gentility their distinctive aura and slowness.

      
      Amit Chaudhuri

      
      
      
      
      On the Critique of Violence1

      
      
      The task of a critique of violence may be defined as setting out its relationship to law and justice. Because violence in
         the succinct sense of the word is attained only by a cause (however effective) when that cause intervenes in moral relations.
         The sphere of such relations is characterized by the concepts of law and justice. So far as the first of these is concerned,
         clearly the most elementary, fundamental relationship in any legal system is that of end and means. It is also clear that
         violence is initially to be sought only in the field of means, not of ends. Stating these facts implies more than may appear
         (plus of course different things) regarding the critique of violence. The fact is, where violence is a means, a criterion
         for its critique might quite simply seem given. It becomes glaringly apparent in the question whether, in specific instances,
         violence is a means to just or unjust ends. Its critique would therefore be present by implication in a system of just ends.
         However, it is not. For what such a system (assuming it was secured against all doubt) would imply is not a criterion of violence
         itself as a principle but one for instances of its being used. It would remain an open question whether violence generally,
         as a principle, was ethical even as a means to just ends. Answering that question calls for a more detailed criterion, a distinction
         within the sphere of means themselves, irrespective of the ends those means serve.

      
      Dismissing this more precise critical problem typifies a major direction in philosophy of law as possibly its most striking feature: natural law. This no more sees a problem in using violent
         means to just ends than a person will have a problem with the ‘right’ to move his body in the direction of the goal he is
         working towards. In this view (which supplied the ideological basis for terrorism in the French Revolution), violence is a
         natural product, a kind of raw material, the use of which is quite unproblematic, except where such violence is misused for
         unjust ends. If according to the political theory of natural law people forgo all their violence in favour of the state, this
         happens on the premiss (which Spinoza, for instance, sets out expressly in his Tractatus Theologico-politicus) that the individual, in and of himself and prior to concluding so sensible a contract, also exercises de jure any violence that he possesses de facto. It may be that these views received a late boost from Darwin’s biology, which in a thoroughly dogmatic manner, in addition
         to natural selection, sees violence alone as not simply the original means but also the only one up to performing all of nature’s
         vital ends. Post-Darwinian popular philosophy has frequently shown how small a step it is from this dogma of natural history
         to the even coarser dogma of philosophy of law whereby the violence capable of fulfilling natural ends virtually unaided is
         for that reason also quite legitimate.

      
      This theory of natural law, according to which violence is a natural given, is diametrically opposed to the positive-law theory
         of violence as a product of history. If natural law can assess all existing law only on the basis of a critique of its ends,
         its positive counterpart can assess all emergent law only on the basis of a critique of its means. And if justice is the criterion
         of ends, legitimacy/lawfulness is that of means. However, this conflict notwithstanding, the two schools come together in
         a shared basic dogma: just ends may be attained by justified means, justified means employed for just ends. Natural law seeks through the legitimacy of ends to ‘justify’ means, positive law seeks through justified means to ‘guarantee’ the legitimacy
         of ends. The antinomy would prove irresolvable if the shared dogmatic premiss is false, if justified means on the one hand
         and just ends on the other are in irreconcilable opposition. However, no understanding of this problem could ever arise until
         the circle had been breached and mutually independent criteria for just ends as well as for justified means drawn up.

      
      The realm of ends (hence also the question of a criterion of justice) can be ruled out for the time being so far as this study
         is concerned. By contrast, the question of the justification of certain means that constitute violence is central to it. Principles
         of natural law cannot decide it; they will lead only to bottomless casuistry. For if positive law is blind as regards the
         absolute nature of ends, so is natural law as regards the contingent nature of means. On the other hand, positive legal theory
         is acceptable as hypothetical base from which to launch this study because it fundamentally distinguishes types of violence,
         irrespective of instances of the use of violence. That distinction falls between historically recognized, so-called ‘sanctioned’
         violence and violence for which there is no sanction. If the following considerations proceed from it, the implication cannot
         of course be that given violences are classified according to whether or not they are sanctioned. For in a critique of violence
         its criterion under positive law cannot be applied but instead only assessed. The question at issue is what consequences (regarding
         the nature of violence) flow from the fact that such a criterion or such a distinction is at all possible so far as violence
         is concerned – in other words, what is the point of the distinction? Because that such a positive-law distinction does have
         a point, is perfectly justified in itself, and can be replaced by no other distinction will emerge soon enough; at the same
         time, light will thus be cast on the sphere that represents the only place where that distinction can take place. Briefly, if the criterion that positive law erects for the
         legitimacy of violence can be analysed only in terms of its point, the sphere of its application must be criticized in accordance
         with that sphere’s value. The standpoint for such a critique needs to be found outside positive philosophy of law but also
         outside natural law. How far only legal discussion pertaining to the phil osophy of history can supply this will become apparent.

      
      The point of distinguishing between lawful and unlawful violence is not immediately obvious. Most emphatically, the natural-law
         misapprehension needs to be rejected, according to which that point consists in drawing a distinction between violence for
         just ends and violence for unjust ends. It has been suggested already that positive law demands that any violence produce
         proof of its historical origins, which in certain conditions will constitute its legitimacy, its sanction in law. Since acknowledging
         legal violences manifests itself most palpably in a fundamentally resistless bowing to their ends, a hypothetical principle
         of classification of violences must be founded on the existence or absence of a general historical acknowledgement of those
         ends. Ends that lack such acknowledgement may be called natural ends, the others legal ends. And in fact the varying function
         of violence, depending on whether it serves natural or legal ends, can most graphically be demonstrated on the basis of specific
         legal circumstances. To simplify matters, the following remarks should be seen as relating to those currently obtaining in
         Europe.

      
      So far as the individual as legal subject is concerned, the European legal situation is characterized by the tendency not
         to admit the natural ends of such individuals in all cases where such ends might, in a given situation, be more appropriately
         pursued by violence. In other words, in all areas in which individuals might more appropriately pursue ends by violence, the
         European legal system insists on establishing legal ends that can only, in fact, be brought about in this way: namely, by
         legal violence. Indeed, it goes further, insisting that even areas in which natural ends can, in principle, to a great extent
         be given their heads (education, for instance) – that even such areas be restricted by legal ends so soon as those natural
         ends are striven for with an excessive measure of violence, as that legal system does in laws governing the limits of the
         educational right to inflict punishment. It can be said to be a general maxim of current European legislation that all natural
         ends pursued by individual persons inevitably come up against legal ends when pursued with a greater or lesser degree of violence.
         (The contradiction posed by the right to practise self-defence in this respect will no doubt find its own explanation in the
         course of the ensuing considerations.) It follows from this maxim that the law sees violence in the hands of individuals as
         threatening to undermine the legal system. As threatening to frustrate legal ends and law enforcement, perhaps? Oh no; because
         then what would be condemned is not violence pure and simple but only violence employed for unlawful ends. A system of legal
         ends cannot survive, it will be said, if somewhere natural ends may still be striven for with violence. However, in the first
         place that is merely a dogma. To counter it, one may have to consider the surprising possibility that the interest of law
         in monopolizing violence so far as the individual is concerned may be accounted for not so much by any intention of safeguarding
         legal ends, far more by the intention of safeguarding law itself. The possibility that violence, where it does not lie in
         the hands of the relevant law, constitutes a threat thereto, not because of the ends it may pursue but through its very existence
         outside the law. More drastically, the same supposition may be evoked by recalling how often the figure of the ‘great’ criminal,
         however repellent his ends may have been, has elicited the secret admiration of the people. Only one thing can account for that: not what he did but the violence to which it bears witness. In this case the
         violence that present-day law seeks to take from the individual in all fields of activity really does assume threatening proportions,
         stirring up, even in defeat, the feelings of the majority against the law. Through which function violence can with reason
         seem to constitute such a threat to law and how greatly law can live in fear of it must be apparent precisely where, even
         under the current legal system, deploying violence is still admissible.

      
      This is primarily the case in the class struggle, where it takes the form of the workers’ guaranteed right to strike. Aside
         from actual countries, organized labour is nowadays the only legal subject possessed of a right to violence. Of course, against
         this view it may be objected that a cessation of activity (not doing anything, which is what a strike ultimately is) may not
         be described as an exercise of violence in the first place. No doubt such thinking made it easier for governments to grant
         the right to strike, once this could no longer be avoided. The grant is not without restrictions, however; it is not absolute.
         Not doing something, even withdrawing a service, where it simply equates to a ‘breakdown of relations’, may constitute a wholly
         non-violent, uncontaminated means. And as in the view of the state (or of the law) the labour force’s right to strike does
         not include both a right to violence and a right to evade violence as wielded indirectly by the employer, so of course from
         time to time a strike may occur that corresponds to this and is intended simply to proclaim a ‘rejection’ of or ‘alienation’
         from the employer. However, the violence factor certainly does enter into such a cessation of activity (taking the form of
         blackmail) where the cessation occurs in a state of readiness, in principle, to resume the activity as before on certain conditions,
         whether these have nothing to do with that activity or simply modify some superficial aspect of it. And in this sense the
         right to strike, from the viewpoint of the workers (which is opposed to that of government), constitutes the right to use violence to attain certain
         ends. The fact that the two views clash comes out very clearly when we look at the revolutionary general strike. In this the
         workers will invariably appeal to their right to strike, while the government, dismissing such an appeal as improper on the
         grounds that the right to strike was not meant ‘that way’, will enact its own special measures. For it is quite at liberty
         to say that simultaneous strike action in all firms, when the special provocation allowed for by the legislator is not universally
         present, is unlawful. In that difference of interpretation, what comes out is the substantive contradiction in the legal situation
         whereby the government acknowledges a kind of violence towards whose ends, as natural ends, it is at times indifferent but
         in an emergency (the revolutionary general strike) downright hostile. The fact is, paradoxical though this may seem at first
         sight, even conduct adopted in exercising a right will still, in certain circumstances, deserve to be called ‘violence’. Moreover
         such conduct, where it is active, may merit the name ‘violence’ when using a right in its possession to overthrow the legal
         system that bestowed that right; where it is passive, on the other hand, it is no less deserving of the same name if, in the
         sense of the argument unfolded above, it constitutes blackmail. That is why we see evidence only of a substantive contradiction
         in the legal situation, not of a logical contradiction in law, if in certain circumstances the law resorts to violence to
         counter strikers who deploy violence. For it is here, in strike action, that the government fears more than anything that
         particular function of violence that this study seeks to identify as offering the sole reliable basis for a critique thereof.
         The fact is, were violence (as it seems to be at first) simply the means of securing immediately whatever happens to be being
         striven for, the only way in which it could achieve its purpose would be as pillage [raubende Gewalt]. It would be quite incapable of establishing or modifying circumstances in a relatively stable fashion, Strike action, however,
         shows that it can do so, that it is capable of establishing and modifying legal relations, much as this may offend any sense
         of justice. There is a temptation to object that such a function of violence is random and occurs rarely. A look at martial
         violence will refute the objection.

      
      The possibility of a martial law, a ‘law of war’, rests on precisely the same substantive contradictions in the legal situation
         as that of a right to strike – namely, that legal subjects sanction instances of violence whose ends, for those doing the
         sanctioning, remain natural ends and as such may, in an emergency, clash with their own legal or natural ends. Martial violence,
         though, addresses its ends very directly – and it does so in terms of pillage. Nevertheless, it is conspicuous in the extreme
         that even (or in fact precisely) in primitive conditions, where constitutional relations scarcely exist as yet, and even in
         instances where the victor has taken unassailable possession, some sort of peace ceremony is very much a requirement. Indeed,
         the word ‘peace’, in its signification as correlate of the signification ‘war’ (there is another signification, of course,
         a quite different one, equally non-metaphorical and political: Kant’s ‘Eternal Peace’), denotes almost an a priori peace, a necessary sanctioning of victory, any victory, that has nothing to do with any other legal relations. Such a peace
         will consist in the new conditions being acknowledged as a new ‘law’, regardless of whether or not those conditions require
         de facto some kind of guarantee that they will last. In other words, if conclusions may be drawn from martial violence as an original
         prototypical form of any kind of violence directed at natural ends, all such violence possesses a law-establishing character;
         it ‘lays down the law’, so to speak. More will need to be said later about the implications of this finding. It throws light
         on the aforementioned tendency of modern law to take away every kind of violence, even that directed at purely natural ends, at least from the individual considered as
         legal subject. In the large-scale offender, such violence confronts the law with the threat of establishing a new law or legal
         system – a threat that, despite its impotence, still in significant cases makes the nation tremble today, just as it did in
         primitive times. Government, however, fears such violence simply as law-establishing, having to acknowledge it as law-establishing
         where foreign powers oblige it to grant them the right to wage war, classes the right to strike.

      
      In the last war criticism of martial violence became the jumping-off point for an impassioned critique of violence in general,
         which shows one thing at least: violence is no longer either exercised or tolerated naively. However, it was not only as a
         law-establishing phenomenon that it came in for criticism; perhaps even more devastatingly it was judged in another function
         as well. The fact is, a twofoldness in the function of violence is characteristic of militarism, which only universal conscription
         enabled to emerge. Militarism is the compulsion to make generalized use of violence as a means to state ends. Recently this
         compulsion to use violence has been condemned as emphatically as or even more emphatically than the use of violence itself.
         In it violence is seen in a quite different function than in its simple use for natural ends. That function consists in the
         deployment of violence as a means to legal ends. For the subordination of citizens to legislation (in the case in point, to
         the law governing universal conscription) is a legal end. If that first function of violence is described as law-establishing,
         this second function may be called law-upholding. And since conscription is a perfectly straightforward case (in other words,
         in no way different in principle) of the use of violence to uphold the law, truly effective criticism of it is by no means
         as simple a matter as the rhetoric of pacifists and peace activists makes out. Actually, it is just like criticism of any legal violence (criticism of legislative or executive violence, say) and cannot
         be performed at all in connection with a lesser programme. It is also (unless the intention is to proclaim a positively childish
         anarchism) not of course performed by refusing to acknowledge any kind of personal constraint and declaring, ‘What people
         like is allowed.’ Such a maxim merely rules out any consideration of the ethical and historical realm and hence of any kind
         of meaning of action – more: consideration of any kind of meaning of reality itself that cannot be constituted if ‘action’
         has broken out of its arena. What is perhaps more important is that not even the so often attempted appeal to the Categorical
         Imperative, with its unquestionable minimal programme (act in such a way that you invariably use humanity, both in your person
         and in everyone else’s, as end, never merely as means) – that not even this is sufficient in itself for such a critique.2 Because positive law, where it is aware of its roots, will have no hesitation in demanding that the interest of humanity
         should be acknowledged and promoted in the person of each individual. It sees that interest in the representation and upholding
         of a fateful order. That order (which basically claims to safeguard the law) cannot of course be immune from criticism. But
         equally, any challenge aimed at it will lack force if it is issued only in the name of a formless ‘freedom’ without being
         able to describe that higher order of freedom. However, it will be entirely impotent if it challenges not the legal system
         itself, root and branch, but individual pieces of legislation or legal customs that the law does then admittedly take under
         the protection of its might, which consists in two things: that there is only one fate, and that precisely what exists (and
         especially what threatens) belongs inviolably to its order. Because law-upholding violence is one that threatens. Moreover,
         the threat it wields does not have the connotation of deterrence that uninformed liberal theorists put upon it. Deterrence
         in the precise sense of the term would imply a certainty that conflicts with the nature of threat and that is also not achieved
         by any piece of law, the ‘long arm’ of which there is always some hope of escaping. All the more threatening does that make
         it appear, in fact – like fate, which after all determines whether the offender falls victim to it. The deepest significance
         in the uncertainty of legal threat will emerge only after subsequent consideration of the sphere of fate from which it originates.
         There is a valuable pointer in that direction in the area of penalties. Among these, since the validity of positive law was
         first called into question, the death penalty has provoked more criticism than any other. Superficial though its arguments
         have been in most instances, its motives have been and still are ones of principle. Its critics have felt (possibly without
         being able to say why, probably without wishing to feel that way) that to challenge the death penalty is to mount an assault
         not on a sentence, not on specific pieces of legislation, but on law itself at its very root. The fact is, if violence, violence
         as crowned by fate, constitutes that root, that origin, the obvious assumption is that in the highest violence (that over
         life and death) in which it appears in the legal system the origins of that system erupt imposingly into what exists and there
         become appallingly manifest. It is in line with this that in primitive legal situations the death penalty is also applied
         to crimes (offences against property, for instance) to which it seems wholly ‘disproportionate’. So the point of the death
         penalty is not in fact to punish lawbreaking but to strengthen the new law. For in practising violence over matters of life
         and death, law as such finds greater reinforcement than in any other legal consummation. At the same time, though, something
         rotten in the law announces its presence in this very context to (first and foremost) the more delicate sensitivity, because
         that sensitivity knows itself to be a million miles from conditions in which fate in its majesty would have revealed itself
         in such a consummation. However, reason must seek the more determinedly to approach such conditions if it would bring its critique
         of both law-establishing and law-upholding violence to a conclusion.

      
      In a very much more nature-hostile combination than in the death penalty, in a blend that is almost eerie, these two types
         of violence are present in another institution of the modern state: the police. A deployer of violence for legal ends (it
         has power of disposal), the police force is at the same time itself authorized to set that violence within wide bounds (it
         also has power of decree). The demeaning quality of such an authority, felt by few for the sole reason that its powers rarely
         stretch to the grossest interventions (though they may of course switch all the more blindly to the most vulnerable areas
         and against thoughtful folk from whom the laws do not shield the state), lies in the fact that in it there is no separation
         of law-establishing from law-upholding violence. While the former is required to reveal itself in victory, the latter is subject
         to the restriction that it abstain from setting itself new ends. Police violence is emancipated from both conditions. It is
         law-establishing in that its function, typically, though not the promulgation of laws, is each and every decree that it enacts
         with legal entitlement. And it is law-upholding for it places itself at the disposal of those ends. The claim that the ends
         of police violence are always identical with or even simply connected to those of the rest of the law is utterly untrue. On
         the contrary, so far as the police are concerned, ‘law’ basically marks the point at which the state, be it through impotence,
         be it because of the immanent coherence of every legal system, can no longer guarantee, through the legal system, the empirical
         ends that they [the police] wish at all costs to attain. That is why the police intervene ‘for security reasons’ in countless
         cases where no clear legal situation exists, if indeed they do not, without any reference to legal ends, accompany the citizen
         as a brutal encumbrance through a life governed by decrees or quite simply keep him/her under surveillance. In contrast to
         law, which in a ‘decision’ pinpointed by place and time acknowledges a metaphysical category through which it lays claim to
         criticism, consideration of the institution that is the police lights on nothing intrinsic. The violence of the police is
         as amorphous as its phantom manifestation (nowhere graspable, everywhere in evidence) in the lives of civilized countries.
         And if the police everywhere look the same, even down to the details, the fact remains that we must not, ultimately, forget
         that the spirit of the police force is less devastating in absolute monarchy, where it represents the violence of the ruler
         in whom legislative and executive absolute power are combined, than in democracies, where the existence of a police force,
         lacking any such superior context, suggests the greatest degeneration of violence conceivable.

      
      All violence, seen as means, is either law-establishing or law-upholding. If it claims neither label, it forgoes, of its own
         accord, all validity. The consequence, however, is that any kind of violence, seen as means, participates even in the most
         favourable case in the problematic nature of law generally. And even if its significance cannot be foreseen with any certainty
         at this stage of the investigation, after what has been said law already appears in so ambiguous a moral light that the question
         positively rears its head: is there no other means of settling conflict between human interests than violence? Above all,
         the question forces one to note that wholly non-violent conflict settlement can never add up to a legal contract. The fact
         is, however peacefully such a contract may have been entered into by the contracting parties, it still leads in the end to
         possible violence. For it gives each party the right to proceed against the other by laying claim to violence of some kind,
         should that other party breach the contract. Not only that: like the outcome, so too does the origin of every contract point to violence. Violence may not, as law-establishing, be directly present therein, but
         it will be represented therein to the extent to which the power guaranteeing the legal contract is itself of violent origin
         – if it was not lawfully inserted in that contract by violent means. As awareness of the latent presence of violence in a
         legal institution fades, that institution will decline. Nowadays, it is parliaments that exemplify this. The reason why they
         present the woeful spectacle so familiar to us all is they have failed to retain an awareness of the revolutionary forces
         to which they owe their existence. In Germany especially, the latest manifestation of such violences likewise passed off without
         consequence so far as parliaments were concerned. Parliaments lack any sense of the law-establishing violence represented
         in them; no wonder they fall short of resolutions that would be worthy of such violence, cultivating instead (in compromise)
         what they take to be a non-violent manner of conducting political affairs. The result, however, is still

      
      
         a product that, no matter how much it spurns all naked violence, nevertheless remains true to that way of thinking. This is
            because the striving for compromise is not motivated from within but comes from outside in the form of a counter-striving;
            it is because, however voluntarily a compromise is accepted, its coercive character cannot be disregarded. Every compromise,
            basically, is seen as a ‘second best’.3


      
      Significantly, the decline of parliaments may have alienated as many minds from the ideal of a non-violent way of settling
         political conflict as war attracted to it. Pacifists on the one hand are opposed by Bolshevists and Syndicalists on the other.
         The latter two factions have been devastatingly and for the most part tellingly critical of present-day parliaments. Desirable
         and delightful though a parliament of high standing may be, comparatively speaking, any discussion of what in principle shall be non-violent means of political agreement must leave aside parliamentarianism.
         Because what parliamentarianism achieves in matters of life or death can never be anything but legal systems that, in terms
         of their origin and outcome, are touched by violence.

      
      Is non-violent conflict settlement possible at all? Undoubtedly. Relations between private individuals abound with examples.
         Accord without violence occurs in every situation where the culture of the heart has placed pure means of agreement at man’s
         disposal. The fact is, lawful and unlawful means of every kind (all of them, of course, constituting violence) may as pure
         means be set against those deploying no violence. Courtesy, affection, love of peace, trust (one could go on) are their subjective
         prerequisite. Their objective appearance, however, is governed by the principle (the colossal scope of which is not here up
         for discussion) that pure means are never those of direct but always those of indirect solutions. So they never relate immediately
         to the settlement of conflicts between individuals but only by way of the matters at issue. The most objective context of
         human conflicts over property is where the field of pure means opens up. That is why technique in the broadest sense of the
         term is its most characteristic sphere. Its most profound instance is possibly discussion, seen as a technique of reasonable
         agreement. The fact is, in discussion non-violent agreement is not simply a possibility; the exclusion of violence on principle
         is quite expressly verifiable in terms of a significant circumstance: namely, in terms of the fact that lying goes unpunished.
         Possibly no legislation on earth originally penalizes it. It follows that there is a realm of human agreement that is so non-violent
         as to be wholly inaccessible to violence: the proper realm of ‘communication’, which is language. Not until late on and in
         a peculiar process of decline did legal violence nevertheless invade this realm by making fraud a punishable offence. What
         happened was, while originally the legal system, trusting in its victorious violence, was content to hammer unlawfulness wherever it
         happened to appear, and fraud, having as such nothing of violence about it, was exempt from punishment on the principle ius civile vigilantibus scriptum est [‘civil law is written for the vigilant’] or Augen für Geld [‘eyes for money’] in Roman and Old Germanic law respectively, the law of a later time, lacking faith in its own violence,
         no longer felt itself to be as formerly a match for all comers. On the contrary, fear of violence and distrust of itself characterized
         its loss of confidence. Law began to set itself ends designed to spare law-upholding violence stronger manifestations. In
         other words, it turned against fraud not through considerations of morality but from fear of the acts of violence [Gewalttätigkeiten] that fraud might provoke its victim into committing. Since such fear conflicts with the essentially violent nature of law
         as derived from its origins, ends of that kind are inappropriate to the justified means of law. In them, not only does the
         decline of law’s own sphere find expression; so too, at the same time, does a lessening of pure means. The fact is, in forbidding
         fraud law restricts the use of wholly non-violent means because these might generate reactive violence. The intended direction
         of law also played a part in granting the right to strike, which goes against the interests of the state. Law concedes that
         right because it holds in check violent acts that law is afraid to counter. Previously, workers were resorting immediately
         to sabotage, setting fire to their factories.

      
      To induce people to reconcile their interests in a peaceful manner without becoming involved in any kind of legal system,
         there exists, ultimately (all virtues aside), an effective motive – one that more often than not provides even the stiffest
         will with that pure means instead of a more violent one. It lies in fear of the disadvantages to both parties that threaten
         to arise from a violent confrontation, whatever its outcome. In countless cases of conflict of interest between individuals, such disadvantages are clear to see. It is different when classes
         and nations are in dispute, for here the higher systems that threaten to overwhelm victor and vanquished alike remain hidden
         from most in terms of feeling and from almost all in terms of understanding. In this context, looking for such higher systems
         and the shared interests corresponding to them, which supply the most lasting motive for a politics of pure means, would take
         us too far.4 So let reference simply be made to pure means of politics itself as being analogous to those governing peaceful dealings
         among individuals.

      
      So far as class struggles are concerned, in them (under certain conditions) strike must count as a pure means. Two essentially
         different types of strike, the possibilities of which have already been considered, need to be described in greater detail
         at this point. It was Sorel who (more on grounds of political than purely theoretical considerations) first drew a distinction
         between them, comparing and contrasting them as political and proletarian general strike. The contrast extends to the way
         in which the two relate to violence. Of partisans of the former he says, ‘Strengthening the violence of the state5 is the basis of their ideas; politicians (for which read: moderate Socialist politicians) are already, in their present organizations,
         laying the foundations for a strong, centralized, disciplined violence that will not be deterred by opposition criticism but
         will have the wit to impose silence and enact its mendacious decrees.’6 ‘The political general strike demonstrates how the state will lose none of its strength, how power passes from the privileged
         to the privileged, how the mass of the producers will swap masters.’ Unlike this political general strike (the formula of
         which, incidentally, appears to be that of the late German Revolution), the proletarian version sets itself the sole task
         of destroying the violence of the state. It ‘excludes all ideological consequences of any possible social policy; its adherents see even the most popular reforms as bourgeois’. ‘This general strike very clearly
         proclaims its indifference to the material gains of conquest by stating that it seeks to do away with the state; the state
         was actually […] the ground of existence of the dominant groups benefiting from every enterprise, the burdens of which are
         borne by all.’ While the first form of withholding labour amounts to violence, occasioning a purely external modification
         of the conditions of labour, the second, being pure means, is wholly non-violent. The reason is that it occurs not in any
         state of readiness to resume work after superficial concessions and some sort of modification in the conditions of labour
         but in a determination to resume only a quite different kind of labour, one not imposed by the state – a total upheaval that
         this type of strike not merely causes but actually brings about. For the same reason, while the first of these undertakings
         is law-establishing the second is by contrast anarchistic. Taking up things said occasionally by Marx, Sorel repudiates programmes
         and Utopias of whatsoever kind – in short, all legal prescriptions for the revolutionary movement: ‘With the general strike
         all these fine things vanish; the Revolution is seen as revolt pure and simple, with no place reserved either for sociologists,
         or for those elegant amateurs, the social reformers, or for the intellectuals who have made a profession of thinking for the
         proletariat.’ Nor can this profound, ethical, genuinely revolutionary conception be countered by any consideration that seeks
         to brand such a general strike as violence, given its potentially disastrous consequences. Granted, it can rightly be said
         that the economy of today, viewed as a whole, can be likened far less to an engine that stops running when abandoned by its
         stoker than to a wild animal that goes berserk as soon as its tamer turns away; even so, the violence of a course of action
         may be judged neither by its effects nor by its ends but only in accordance with the law of its means. State violence, of
         course, thinking only of effects, will oppose just such a strike (unlike partial strikes, most of which are really acts of
         blackmail) as alleged violence. Incidentally, how far so strict a conception of the general strike as such is likely to reduce
         the development of actual violence in revolutions is something that Sorel goes into with some highly ingenious arguments.

      
      On the other hand, an egregious case of violent neglect, less ethical and cruder than the political general strike (more like
         a blockade, in fact), was the doctors’ strike experienced by a number of German cities. This showed a repellently unscrupulous
         use of violence – positively depraved on the part of a professional class that had for years, without the least attempt at
         resistance, ‘secured death its prey’, only to abandon life of its own volition at the first subsequent opportunity.

      
      More clearly than in recent class struggles, it is in the thousands of years of the history of nation states that means of
         non-violent agreement have emerged. Only occasionally does the business of diplomats consist in reciprocal negotiations directed
         at modifying legal systems. In essence, their job is (entirely on the analogy of agreement between individuals) to work peacefully
         from case to case, without benefit of treaties, towards settling conflicts on behalf of their countries. It is a delicate
         task and one performed in a more resolute fashion by courts of arbitration. In principle, however, this mode of solution enjoys
         a higher standing than arbitration because it goes beyond any kind of legal system, thus also beyond violence. The result
         is that, as dealings among individuals have done, dealings among diplomats have given rise to peculiar forms and virtues that,
         though now superficial, were not always so.

      
      In the whole area of the violences that both natural and positive law provide for there is none that escapes the thorny problems
         (as outlined here) facing every kind of legal violence. However, owing to the continued impracticality of any notion of an anyhow conceivable solution of human tasks (not to mention a release from the influence of all previous existential
         situations in the history of the world) that rules out completely and on principle any kind of violence, the question inevitably
         arises: are there other types of violence than those envisaged by the whole range of legal theory? So too does the question
         as to the truth of the basic dogma shared by those theories: just ends may be attained by justified means, justified means
         employed for just ends. How would it be if any kind of fateful violence, in employing justified means, inherently came into
         irreconcilable conflict with just ends, and if at the same time a violence of a different kind were foreseeable that could
         not of course be the justified nor the unjustified means to those ends but did not at all act as means thereto but in some
         other fashion instead? That would help to explain the curious and at first discouraging experience of the ultimate insolubility
         of all legal problems (comparable only, perhaps, in terms of its hopelessness, with the impossibility of making a conclusive
         ruling with regard to ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in emerging languages). The fact is, decisions about the legitimacy of means and
         the justice of ends are never made by reason but only, in the former case, by fateful violence and in the latter by God. Such
         an insight is rare only because the ingrained habit persists of thinking of those just ends as ends of a potential law – that
         is to say, not simply as generally valid (which follows analytically from the defining property of justice) but also as capable
         of being generalized, which could be shown to conflict with that property. For ends that are just, merit general recognition,
         and hold good universally in one situation are not just and have neither of those qualities in any other, no matter how similar
         the situations may be in other respects.

      
      One direct function of the violence at issue here can be seen from everyday experience. A person will be driven by anger,
         for example, to very obvious outbreaks of a violence that does not relate to a pre-established end as means thereto. It is not
         means but manifestation. And the fact is, that violence has some thoroughly objective manifestations in which it may be subjected
         to criticism. To start with, such manifestations are very significantly present in myth.

      
      Mythic violence in its archetypal form is manifestation of the gods, pure and simple. Not means to their ends, scarcely manifestations
         of their will, primarily manifestation of their existence. The Niobe legend contains an outstanding example of it. Granted,
         the action of Apollo and Artemis might appear to be simply a punishment. But their violence sets up a law rather than punishing
         infringement of an existing law. Niobe’s arrogance invites her undoing not because it breaks the law but because it challenges
         fate – to a fight in which fate must be victorious and only in victory, possibly, reveals a law. How little such divine violence
         in the classical sense constituted the law-upholding aspect of punishment is shown by the hero legends, where the figure of
         the hero (Prometheus, for example), acting with dignified courage, challenges fate, fights it with varying degrees of success,
         and is left by the legend not without hope of some day bringing humanity a new law. It is this hero, actually, and the legal
         violence of the myth he incarnates that even today ordinary folk, in their admiration of the large-scale wrongdoer, seek to
         recall. In this way, out of the risky, ambiguous sphere of fate, violence overtakes Niobe. Destructive it is not – not really.
         Despite inflicting a violent end on Niobe’s children, it stops short of the life of their mother, leaving her behind, merely
         more guilt-laden than ever as a result of the deaths of the children, an eternal mute bearer of guilt and boundary stone marking
         the line between men and gods. If such direct violence in mythic manifestations seeks to be shown to be intimately related
         if not identical to the law-establishing kind, this leaves law-establishing violence with a problem in that the latter was described above, in the account of martial violence, as being
         purely indirect in nature, acting only as means. At the same time, this link promises to shed more light on fate, which lies
         at the basis of legal violence in every instance, and in broad terms to bring critical discussion thereof to a conclusion.
         The fact is, the function of violence in establishing law is in a sense twofold: while this operation seeks to achieve what is established as law as its end, using violence as its means, in the moment of establishing what it is aiming at as law
         it does not repudiate violence but only now, strictly speaking, turns it (directly, this time) into a law-establishing agency;
         this it does by establishing as law not an end that is free of violence and independent of it but one that is necessarily
         and intimately bound up with violence, calling it power [Macht]. Establishing law equates to establishing power, and to that extent it is an act of direct manifestation of violence. Justice
         is the principle of all divine end-establishment, power the principle of all mythic law-establishment.

      
      The latter principle finds a hugely momentous application in constitutional law. The fact is, it is in the area of constitutional
         law that the kind of drawing of frontiers undertaken by the ‘peace’ that settled all wars in the age of myth is the archetypal
         phenomenon of law-establishing violence altogether. Here it becomes abundantly clear that what is to be guaranteed by all
         law-establishing violence is power more than the most lavish gain in terms of possessions. Where frontiers are established,
         the opponent is not simply destroyed; what happens is that, even if the victor commands vastly superior violence, the opponent
         is granted rights. Moreover, in a diabolically ambiguous way these are ‘equal’ rights: for both parties to the agreement it
         is the same line that may not be crossed. What comes out here, in all its awful originality, is the same mythic ambiguity
         of laws that may not be ‘overstepped’ as Anatole France lampoons when he writes: they ban rich and poor alike from sleeping under the arches. It seems, too, as if Sorel touched on a truth not
         just of cultural history but of metaphysics when he surmised that in the early days all law [Recht] was the prerogative [Vorrecht] of kings or magnates – in short, those in power [die Mächtige]. So it will remain, mutatis mutandis, as long as it exists. For from the standpoint of violence, which is the only thing that can guarantee law, there is no equality
         but at best equally great violences. However, the action of setting bounds is important for the recognition of law in another
         respect as well. Rules and defined bounds remain (or at least they did in primeval times) unwritten laws. A person may overstep
         them unawares and so fall into moral debt. Because every intervention of law that is occasioned by infringement of an unwritten,
         unknown rule is called not punishment but a state requiring expiation. Yet however unfortunately such intervention may strike
         the unsuspecting, in the eyes of the law this is not chance but fate once again portraying itself here in its systematic ambiguity.
         It was Hermann Cohen who in a brief survey of the classical notion of fate described as ‘a realization that becomes inescapable’
         the way its ‘very decrees […] seem to cause and occasion this stepping out of line, this apostasy’.7 The modern principle that ignorance of the rule does not protect the offender from being punished still bears testimony to
         this spirit of law, as too the battle for written law in the early years of the classical political unit should be seen as
         a rebellion against the spirit of mythic dictates.

      
      Far from opening up a purer sphere, the mythic manifestation of direct violence reveals itself as deeply identical to all
         legal violence and turns the presentiment of its problems into the certainty of the corrupting effect of its historical function,
         destroying which thus becomes a duty. Ultimately, that very duty once again poses the question of a pure direct violence that
         might be able to call a halt to mythic violence. As in all areas God opposes myth, so divine violence opposes mythic violence. In fact, it denotes the opposite of the latter in every
         respect. Where mythic violence is law-establishing, divine violence destroys law; where the first sets bounds, the second
         wreaks boundless destruction; where mythic violence apportions blame and calls for expiation simultaneously, divine violence
         expiates; where the former threatens, the latter strikes; where one is bloody, the other, albeit lethal, kills without bloodshed.
         As an example of this violence, compare the Niobe legend with God’s judgement against Korah and his fellow rebels.8 This strikes privileged Levites, strikes them unheralded, without warning, nor does it stop short of their annihilation.
         Yet at the same time there is an expiatory quality about it; there is no mistaking a profound link between the bloodless and
         expiatory character of this violence. For blood is the symbol of bare life [das blosse Leben]. It cannot be set out in greater detail here, but the dissolution of legal violence goes back to the guilt of bare, natural
         life that delivers the person living it, all innocence and misfortune, up to expiation, which then ‘expiates’ his or her guilt
         – and also, no doubt, redeems the guilty party, though not from any guilt: from law. For with the passing of bare life the
         sway of law over the living lapses. Mythic violence is blood violence over bare life for its own sake; its divine counterpart
         is pure violence over all life for the sake of the living person. The first calls for sacrifices, the second accepts them.

      
      This divine violence shows itself not through religious tradition alone: it also occurs (in one consecrated manifestation,
         at least) in the life of the present. That which stands outside the law as educational violence in its perfect form is among
         its manifestations. In other words, these are defined not by God himself exercising them directly in miracles but through
         those moments of bloodless, smiting, atoning consummation. Ultimately, by the absence of any kind of law-establishing. To
         that extent, while there is justification for referring to that violence as destructive, it is so only relatively, with regard to property,
         law, life, that sort of thing, never absolutely in terms of the soul of the person living.

      
      Such an extension of pure or divine violence will of course, particularly at present, provoke the fiercest attacks, and it
         will be countered with reference to the fact that, logically (according to its own deduction), it would also, under certain
         conditions, allow men to employ lethal violence against one another. That is not permitted. For to the question ‘May I kill?’
         the fixed and final reply is the commandment ‘You shall not kill.’ That commandment precedes the crime, as God ‘prevents’
         it from occurring. But of course, as surely as it may not be fear of punishment that leads to its being adhered to, the commandment
         remains inapplicable, incommensurable, in the presence of the done deed. Regarding the deed, the commandment passes no judgement.
         Accordingly, neither the divine verdict on the crime nor the reason for that verdict can be known in advance. That is why
         those who condemn every violent killing of a human being by a fellow human being are wrong to base their condemnation on the
         commandment. This constitutes not a criterion for such a verdict but a guideline for action aimed at the person or community
         acting, who must wrestle with the commandment in solitude and who in truly appalling cases have to shoulder the responsibility
         that comes from ignoring it. Such were the terms in which Jewry saw the situation too, when it explicitly refused to condemn
         murder committed in self-defence.

      
      However, those thinkers fall back on a further theorem on the basis of which they may even imagine they can justify the commandment
         itself. This is the principle of the sacredness of life, which they either apply to all animal or even plant life or restrict
         to human life alone. In an extreme case illustrated by the revolutionary killing of the oppressor, their argument goes like
         this: ‘If I don’t kill, I shall never establish the empire of justice […], thinks the intellectual terrorist […]. We, however,
         believe that, higher still than the happiness and justice of a particular existence is existence as such.’9 That last principle is wrong, obviously; it is even dishonourable. But just as obviously it reveals the obligation to stop
         trying to find the reason for the commandment in what the murder does to the victim rather than in what it does to God and
         to the murderer. It is false and ignoble to say that existence is superior to just existence, if existence is simply meant
         to mean bare life – and that is the meaning assigned to it in the comment cited above. But it does contain a massive truth
         if existence [Dasein] (or better: life [Leben]) – words whose double meaning, entirely on the analogy of that of the word ‘peace’, is to be teased from their referring,
         both of them, to two spheres – means the unalterable state of ‘man’. If, that is, the principle is trying to say that the
         non-existence of the human being is something more appalling than the (necessarily ‘bare’) yet-to-be existence of the just
         human being. It is this ambiguity that gives the said principle its ostensible quality. The fact is, man is not at all identical
         with the bare life of man: he is no more identical with the bare life in him than with any other of his conditions and qualities
         – not even, indeed, with the uniqueness of his physical person. Man may be sacred (or in fact that life in him, which is the
         same thing in life on earth, death, and the afterlife), but his condition, his bodily life, vulnerable to his fellows, is
         not. So what, in essence, is the difference between his life and that of animals and plants? And even if animals and plants
         were sacred, surely they could not be so for the sake of their bare life; they could not be so in it? The origins of the dogma
         of the sacredness of life might well be worth investigating. Possibly – no, probably it is a recent development, the latest
         aberration of a weakened Western tradition of looking for a lost sacredness in cosmological obscurities. (The antiquity of
         all historical injunctions against murder in no way contradicts this, for they are based on other ideas than those underlying
         the modern theorem.) Finally, it gives pause for thought that what is here termed ‘sacred’ was regarded by the mythic thinking
         of old as the designated bearer of guilt: bare life.

      
      The critique of violence is the philosophy of its history. ‘Philosophy’ of that history because only the idea of its outcome
         makes possible a critical, discriminating, decisive attitude to its temporal data. Examination purely of what is nearest to
         hand is able to perceive no more than a dialectical toing and froing of the twin forms of violence as law-establishing and
         as law-upholding. Their regular fluctuation is due to the fact that, indirectly, all law-upholding violence itself eventually
         weakens the law-establishing aspect represented in it by suppressing all inimical counter-violences. (Reference has been made
         in the course of the investigation to certain symptoms of this.) This continues until either new violences or those previously
         suppressed triumph over the violence that has underpinned law hitherto, thus establishing a new law destined to decline in
         its turn. Interruption of a cycle that is in thrall to mythic forms of law, the suspension of law coupled with the violences
         on which it depends as they on it (ultimately, the violence of the state) will give rise to a new era of history. If the dominion
         of myth is already, in the present age, broken in places, that new era is not such an unimaginably distant prospect that a
         word against law would take care of itself. However, if violence is assured of its continued existence as something pure and
         direct, even beyond law, that proves both the possibility of and the manner of revolutionary violence, by which name the highest
         manifestation of pure violence by humanity should be called. However, it is neither equally possible nor equally urgent for
         humanity to decide when in a specific instance pure violence was real. For only mythic violence, not divine violence, will
         be recognizable with certainty as such, except in effects that defy comparison, because the expiating force [Kraft] of violence is not obvious so far as humanity is concerned. Pure divine violence is free once again to adopt any of the
         everlasting forms that myth has bastardized with law. It is able to appear in true war exactly as in the divine court of the
         many on the criminal. But all mythic violence is reprehensible, the violence that establishes law, which may be termed the
         deciding kind; likewise reprehensible is the violence that upholds law, the managed violence that serves it. Let divine violence,
         the insignium and seal, never the means of sacred execution, be called the disposing kind.

      
      [1921]

      
      
      
      
      The Task of the Translator

      
      
      Nowhere, so far as a work of art or an art form is concerned, does taking account of the person receiving that work or that
         form prove fruitful as regards gaining knowledge thereof. Leaving aside the fact that any link to a specific audience or equivalent
         constitutes a distraction, the very concept of an ‘ideal’ recipient is an evil in all discussions of art theory, such debate
         being required only to presuppose the existence and essence of the human being in general. It follows that art itself, while
         presupposing the physical and mental essence of humankind, does not, in any of its works, presuppose man’s attention. For
         no poem is aimed at the reader, no picture at the viewer, no symphony at the people who are going to hear it.

      
      Is a translation aimed at those readers who do not understand the original? That would seem adequately to account for the
         differing status of the two in terms of art. It would also seem to offer the only possible justification for saying ‘the same
         thing’ over again. What, in fact, does a piece of fine writing ‘say’? What does it communicate? Very little to the person
         who understands it. Essentially, it is neither communication nor statement. Yet the translation1 that seeks to communicate could never communicate anything except its being a message – nothing essential, then. In fact,
         this is also a distinguishing mark of bad translations. But the thing that, apart from communication, exists in a piece of
         fine writing (and even the bad translator will concede that this is the essence) is surely, is it not, seen universally as the incomprehensible, mysterious,
         ‘writerly’ component? The part that the translator can reproduce only by – becoming a writer himself, perhaps? Actually, herein
         lies a second characteristic of the poor translation, which may be defined accordingly as the imprecise communication of an
         inessential content. And so it will remain, just as long as a translation sets out to serve the reader. But if the translation
         were aimed at the reader, so too must the original have been. If the original does not exist for the reader’s sake, how shall
         the translation be understood on the basis of that relationship?

      
      Translation is a form. To grasp it as such, we must go back to the original. For it is here that the law of translation lies:
         in the original’s translatability. The question of the translatability of a work is an ambiguous one. It may mean: will there,
         among the totality of its readers, ever be an adequate translator for the work? Or it may, more authentically, mean: does
         the work, in essence, admit of translation and hence (in line with the significance of the form) ask to be translated? Basically,
         the first question requires a purely problematic answer; the second an apodictic one. Only superficial thinking will, by denying
         the autonomous sense of the second question, give equal importance to both. On the other hand, it should be pointed out that
         certain relational terms retain their full (possibly their fullest) meaning when they are not, from the outset, made to relate
         exclusively to people. One might, for instance, hear tell of an unforgettable life or moment even when everyone had forgotten
         them. The fact is, if their essence demanded not to be forgotten, such a predicate would not be untrue but merely a demand
         that people fail to meet – at the same time, presumably, as pointing implicitly to a realm in which it was met: the memory
         of God. Accordingly, linguistic constructions should still be deemed translatable even where to the human mind they are not. And ought they not, taking a strict view of translation, truly to be so to a certain extent? In the context
         of such uncoupling, we need to ask: should translation of specific linguistic constructions be required? For the principle
         applies: if translation is a form, translatability must be of the essence of certain works.

      
      Translatability is an essential property of certain works. That is not to say that translation of them is essential as such;
         what it means is that a certain significance possessed by the originals finds expression in their translatability. Clearly
         a translation, no matter how good it is, can never mean anything so far as the original is concerned. Yet thanks to the original’s
         translatability, the translation is very closely connected with it. Indeed, the connection is all the closer for the fact
         that it [the connection] no longer means anything so far as the original is concerned. It may be called a natural connection
         – more precisely, in fact, a living connection. Just as the expressions of life are very closely linked to the living creature
         without being of any significance to that creature, so does the translation proceed from the original. Not, admittedly, from
         the life [Leben] of the original so much as from something higher, its ‘survival’ [‘Überleben’]. The translation comes after the original, of course, and in the case of important works, which never find their chosen
         translator at the time of their coming into being, it of course denotes the stage of the original’s continued existence [Fortleben]. The idea of the life and continued existence of works of art is to be understood in a wholly non-metaphorical, objective
         sense. That organic corporeality was not the only thing to which life could be attributed was thought likely even in times
         of the most hidebound thinking. Yet it cannot be a question of extending life’s dominion under the feeble sceptre of the mind,
         as Fechner tried to do;2 and certainly not of its being possible to define life on the basis of the even less decisive elements of the animal, nor
         on the basis of feeling, which can only occasionally characterize it. No, only when life is attributed to everything that possesses
         a history and is not simply its showplace does the concept receive its due. For it is on the basis of history, not of nature,
         and certainly not of such fluctuating elements as feeling and mind, that the sphere of life must ultimately be defined. That
         is why it is the task of the philosopher to understand all natural life on the basis of the wider sphere of history. And surely
         at least the continued existence of works is incomparably easier to recognize than that of creatures? The history of great
         works of art knows their descent from the sources, their fashioning in the time of the artist, and the era of their basically
         everlasting continued existence among subsequent generations. The latter, when it occurs, is called ‘renown’. Translations
         that are more than communications come about when a work, in continuing to exist, has reached the time of its renown. They
         therefore not only serve this, as bad translators are in the habit of claiming for their product; they owe their very existence
         to it. In such translations the life of the original attains its (ever-renewed) latest, most comprehensive development.

      
      That development, belonging as it does to a peculiar, superior life, is determined by a peculiar and superior fitness for
         purpose or functionality. Life and functionality – their apparently tangible yet almost unknowable connectedness becomes accessible
         only where the purpose towards which all individual functionalities of life strive is again sought not in its own sphere but
         in a higher one. Ultimately, all manifestations of life that are fit for purpose, like their fitness for purpose itself, are
         so not as regards life but as regards expressing its essence, portraying its signification. Translation, for instance, is
         ultimately fit for purpose as regards giving expression to the innermost relationship of languages to one other. It cannot
         possibly reveal that hidden relationship itself, cannot possibly produce it; but it is able to portray it – by realizing it, either in embryo or intensively. Moreover, this setting-forth of a thing signified by means
         of taking a stab at it or through the seed of its bodying-forth is a most peculiar mode of portrayal – such as in the realm
         of non-linguistic life is only rarely to be met with. For in analogies and signs this kind of life knows other types of suggestion
         than the intensive type, i.e., anticipatory, allusive realization. However, the intentional, innermost relationship between
         languages is that of a peculiar convergence. It consists in the fact that languages are not ‘foreign’ to one another but instead
         are a priori and regardless of any historical links related to one another in what they are trying to say.

      
      With this attempt at an explanation, however, our inquiry seems to have followed various futile diversions only to find its
         way back to the traditional theory of translation. If in translations the relatedness of languages needs to prove itself,
         how else could it do so than by conveying the form and meaning of the original as exactly as possible? Regarding the concept
         of such exactness, that theory would of course have been all at sea – so could not, in the final analysis, have given any
         account of what is essential in translations. Truth to tell, however, the relatedness of languages becomes evident at a far
         deeper and more specific level in a translation than in any superficial, indefinable similarity between two pieces of literature.
         Understanding the real relationship between original and translation means launching an inquiry entirely analogous in intent
         to the argumentation by which epistemology must prove the impossibility of image theory. If it is shown in the former case
         that there could be no objectivity (not even a claim to objectivity) in knowledge if such existed in images of the real, in
         the latter case it can be proven that no translation would be possible were it trying its utmost to achieve similarity to
         the original. For the original, in continuing to exist – that is to say, in its continued existence (which could not be termed such, but for the way in which anything living alters and is renewed) – undergoes a change. There is a further
         maturing even of words already set down. What in an author’s day was perhaps the slant of his literary language may later
         cease to be so; immanent tendencies, new ones, may emerge from what has already received form. What once sounded youthful
         may later sound tired; what formerly sounded colloquial may subsequently acquire an archaic ring. Seeking the essence of such
         changes (as well as of those, similarly constant, affecting meaning) in the subjectivity of later generations rather than
         in the inmost life of language and its works would mean (assuming the very crudest kind of psychologism) mixing up the reason
         for and the essence of a thing; speaking more strictly, however, it would mean denying one of the mightiest and most fruitful
         of historical processes out of weak thinking. Nor would even trying to enshrine the author’s last stroke of the pen as the
         work’s mercy killing redeem that dead theory of translation. The fact is, just as the tone and signification of the great
         works of literature change completely with the centuries, so too does the translator’s mother tongue. Indeed, while the literary
         text lives on in its own language, even the greatest translation is doomed to wither as its language grows and to die in the
         renewed version. So far is it removed from being the infertile equation of two dead languages that, of all forms, it falls
         to translation to perform the special mission of noting the further maturing of the foreign language at the same time as the
         throes of its own.

      
      If in translation the relatedness of languages manifests itself, this happens in a different way than through the vague similarity
         of replica and original. As indeed it is clear in a general sense that looking alike is not an inevitable concomitant of being
         related. Moreover, the concept of relatedness is in this connection also synonymous with its stricter usage [as actual ‘kinship’]
         in so far as it cannot adequately be defined by identity of descent in both instances, although of course as regards determining
         that stricter usage the concept of descent will always be indispensable.

      
      Where, other than in the historical dimension, is the relatedness of two languages to be looked for? Not, certainly, in similarity
         of literatures any more than in a similarity of words between them. No, all supra-historical relatedness of languages rests
         on the fact that in each of them, considered as a whole, one and indeed the same thing is meant that on the other hand can
         be attained by no single one of them but only by the totality of their mutually complementary intentions:3 namely, pure language. The fact is, while all individual elements of foreign languages (words, sentences, connections) are
         mutually exclusive, those languages complement one another in terms of their intentions. Fully understanding this law, which
         is among the most basic in linguistic philosophy, involves distinguishing, at the level of intention, what is meant from the
         manner in which it is meant. In Brot [the German word for ‘bread’] and pain [the French word for ‘bread’], while the same thing may be meant, the manner in which it is meant is not. It is because of
         the manner in which they are meant that the two words signify something different to the German and the French recipient respectively,
         that they are not interchangeable so far as the two of them are concerned, that indeed in the final analysis they tend to
         exclude each other; but that in terms of what is meant they (looked at absolutely) signify the selfsame thing. Whereas the
         manner in which they are meant pulls in such different directions in these two words, in the two languages from which they
         are taken it amplifies itself. What happens, in fact, is that in them the manner of meaning expands to become the thing meant.
         In the individual, non-amplified languages, what is meant in them is never to be found in relative autonomy, as with individual words or sentences, but rather in a constant state of flux until it is able, out of the harmony of all those
         manners of meaning, to emerge as pure language. Until then, what is meant remains concealed in languages. If, however, languages
         do grow in this way until the Messianic culmination of their history, then it is translation that, aroused by the eternal
         continued existence of literary works and by the never-ending renewal of languages, repeatedly puts this sacred growth of
         languages to the test, asking how far removed is what they conceal from being revealed, how present may it become in the knowledge
         of that removal?

      
      This is to admit, of course, that all translation is simply a somehow provisional way of dealing with the foreignness of languages.
         A solution of that foreignness that is not temporal and provisional, one that is instant and final, is not open to humankind
         or is at least not to be aimed at directly. Indirectly, however, it is the growth of religions that in languages ripens the
         encased seed of a higher language. Translation, therefore, although it cannot (unlike art) claim permanence for its products,
         does not hide the fact that it tends towards a final, definitive, decisive stage of all linguistic construction. In it the
         original grows into a (so to speak) higher, purer air of language in which it is not of course able to live with any permanence,
         as it does not, by a long chalk, reach that far with all parts of its nature, but towards which it at least points in a wonderfully
         insistent fashion as towards the preordained, failed atonement and fulfilment sphere of languages. The original does not attain
         that sphere altogether, but that is the location of what, in a translation, is more than communication. To be precise, this
         essential nucleus may be described as what, in the translation, is not itself translatable. The fact is, one can take from
         it as much communication as possible and translate that, but a part will be left untouchable, the part at which the work of
         the true translator had been aimed. It cannot be ‘carried across’ as the literary text of the original can because the relationship
         of content to language is quite different in original and translation. In the former these may constitute a certain unity,
         like fruit and skin, but the language of translation wraps its content in a flowing royal robe. For it signifies a higher
         language than in fact it is and as a result, so far as its own content is concerned, remains inappropriate, high-flown, and
         strange. Such fragmentation gets in the way of that ‘carrying-across’ at the same time as it renders it superfluous. For any
         translation of a work from a specific moment in linguistic history stands, as regards a specific aspect of its content, for
         those into all other languages. Translation therefore transplants the original into what is at least to this extent (ironically)
         a more final realm of language: that it cannot, by any kind of further translation, be moved on from that realm but can only,
         always from scratch and in other respects, be elevated within it. It is no accident that the word ‘ironically’ here may recall
         certain trains of thought of the Romantics. Before others, the Romantics had an insight into the life of works of which translation
         is a supreme manifestation. Of course, they were scarcely aware of this as such, instead devoting their whole attention to
         criticism, which also constitutes a factor in the continued existence of works, if a lesser one. Yet even though their theoretical
         work can scarcely have been directed at translation, the great body of translation that they undertook went hand in hand with
         a feeling of the essence and dignity of the form. That feeling (everything suggests this) is not necessarily at its most powerful
         in the writer; in fact, in the writer, as writer, it may have very little room. Not even history suggests the conventional
         prejudice according to which the major translators are writers and minor writers make poor translators. Several great names
         (Luther, Voss, Schlegel) are incomparably more important as translators than as writers, while other great names (one thinks of Hölderlin and George) cannot, in view of the whole range
         of their creative activity, be seen as ‘writers’ alone. Even less as ‘translators’. The fact is, translation constituting
         a form of its own, the task of the translator is also unique, sharply distinguishable from that of the writer.

      
      That task consists in finding in the language into which the work is being translated the intention on the basis of which,
         in the translation, the echo of the original will be struck. This is a feature of translation that differs entirely from fine
         writing since the intention of the latter never targets language as such, the totality of language, but purely (and immediately)
         specific linguistic contexts of meaning. However, translation does not, like writing, see itself as existing inside the internal
         forest of language itself, so to speak; no, it is from outside that forest, over against it, and without setting foot inside
         it that translation will summon the original to enter it – and to enter it, moreover, at that exact spot where the echo of
         the language of the translation is able to meet with a response in a work in the respective foreign language. Not only does
         the intention of translation concern something different from that of fine writing (namely, a language as a whole from an
         individual work of art in a foreign language); it is itself different: the writer’s intention is naive, initial, concrete,
         the translator’s derivative, ultimate, abstract. For the great motive of drawing the multitude of languages together into
         one true language fills the latter’s work. This, however, is the one in which individual sentences, literatures, judgements
         admittedly never talk to one another (remaining, as we have seen, dependent on translation) but in which languages themselves,
         filled out and reconciled in their manner of meaning, attain mutual agreement. If on the other hand there is a language of
         truth in which the ultimate secrets that keep all thinking busy are stored in a state of relaxed silence, then that language is truth – true language. And it is this language, in whose surmising and describing resides
         the only perfection the philosopher can aspire to, that is thoroughly concealed in translations. There is no muse of philosophy,
         nor is there a muse of translation. But philistine, as sentimental artists like to think, they are not. For there is a type
         of philosophical genius whose most distinctive trait is a nostalgia for the language that manifests itself in translation.
         ‘Les langues imparfaites en cela que plusieurs, manque la suprême: penser étant écrire sans accessoires, ni chuchotement mais
         tacite encore l’immortelle parole, la diversité, sur terre, des idiomes empêche personne de proférer les mots qui, sinon se
         trouveraient, par une frappe unique, elle-même matériellement la vérité’ [Benjamin cites this passage in French]. If what
         Mallarmé has in mind with these words can be strictly measured by the philosopher, the fact that it contains seeds of such
         language places translation midway between literature and theory. In terms of its stamp its work is inferior to both, yet
         it makes no less deep an impression on history.

      
      If the task of the translator is shown in such a light, the more impenetrably obscure do the ways of solving that task threaten
         to become. In fact, that task (bringing the seed of pure language to maturity in translation) does seem utterly impossible
         – identifiable in no solution. For is not any such solution undermined as soon as rendering the sense ceases to be crucial?
         And that, surely, is what (considered from the negative point of view) all the foregoing implies? Fidelity and freedom (the
         freedom to ‘give the gist’, as it were, and, in thrall to it, fidelity to the text) are the traditional concepts used in any
         discussion of translations. A theory that seeks, in a translation, something other than rendering the sense would seem to
         be one that such concepts can no longer serve. Granted, traditional usage always sees these concepts in irreconcilable conflict.
         Take fidelity, for instance: what actually can that achieve so far as rendering sense is concerned? Fidelity in translating the individual word
         is scarcely ever able fully to reflect the sense possessed by that word in the original. For that sense is never (judged by
         its literary signification so far as the original is concerned) entirely comprised in what is meant; in fact it derives that
         precisely from the way in which what is meant is bound up, in the specific word, with how it is meant [the ‘manner of its
         meaning’]. This is usually expressed in a formula to the effect that words carry an emotional connotation [Gefühlston, literally: ‘feeling tone’]. As for literalness with regard to syntax, that will see off any ‘rendering the sense’ completely,
         threatening to lead to downright incomprehensibility. The nineteenth century was presented with overpowering examples of the
         literal approach in the shape of Hölderlin’s Sophocles translations [into German, of course]. Finally, it stands to reason
         how much more difficult fidelity in rendering the form will make that of the sense. Therefore, the literalness requirement
         cannot possibly follow from any interest in preserving the sense. Preserving the sense is far better served (not so creative
         writing and language, of course) by the licentious freedom of bad translators. Inevitably, then, that requirement (clearly
         just but very hard to justify) needs to be understood on the basis of more convincing links. As the shards of a pot, let us
         say, if they are to fit together, must correspond in the tiniest detail without needing to be identical, in the same way the
         translation, rather than make itself resemble the sense of the original, must lovingly and precisely mimic the original’s
         manner of meaning in its own language in such a way that, as two shards recognizably form part of one vessel, both it [the
         translation] and the original become recognizable as forming part of a greater language. For that precise reason it must very
         largely ignore the object of communicating something (the sense, that is to say), and in this respect the original is essential to it only in so far as, through its existing, the translator and the work of translation have been spared the
         effort and ordering of what is to be communicated. In the field of translation, too, it is true that [image: image], in the beginning was the Word. On the other hand its language can – indeed must – let itself go in relation to sense lest
         it sound the intentio4 of that sense as echo, as reflection, rather than have its own kind of intentio ring out as harmony, as complement to the language in which that sense communicates itself. So it is not, particularly in
         the era of its creation, the highest praise that can be heaped on a translation that it reads like an original in its own
         language. No, the importance of fidelity, which literalness guarantees, is precisely that the great yearning for linguistic
         completion speaks from the pages of the work. A proper translation is transparent, it does not cover up the original, does
         not stand in its light; instead it permits pure language, as it were reinforced through its own medium, to fall the more fully
         on the original. What facilitates that most is literalness in the translation of syntax; it is literalness that proves the
         word, not the sentence, to be the translator’s most basic element. For the sentence is the wall blocking off the language
         of the original, literalness the arcade.

      
      If fidelity and freedom in translation have always been seen as conflicting tendencies, not even this deeper interpretation
         of one of them seems to reconcile the two; on the contrary, it appears to deny all right to the other. For what is freedom
         about if not reflecting the sense [of the original], which ought now to cease calling itself primary? Only if the sense of
         a linguistic construct may be equated with what it communicates is it left with something that, while very close to it, is
         yet infinitely remote, hidden among it or, more clearly, broken by it or, more forcefully, beyond any kind of communication
         – something final, something decisive. Residual within all language and its constructs, aside from what can be communicated, is an element that cannot be communicated, a symbolizing element
         or a symbolized element, depending on the context in which it is encountered. Symbolizing only in the finite constructs of
         languages; symbolized, however, in the very way in which languages develop. And the thing that seeks to set itself forth (more:
         to body itself forth) in the way in which languages develop is the nucleus of pure language itself. However, where that nucleus,
         albeit hidden and fragmentary, is nevertheless present in life as the thing symbolized itself, it inhabits linguistic constructs
         only as a symbolizing factor. If the ultimate entity that is pure language itself is associated only with the linguistic element
         in languages and with the changes this undergoes, in linguistic constructs it is saddled with a weighty, alien sense. Freeing
         it from this, turning the symbolizing element into the thing symbolized itself, recovering pure language (now given form)
         for linguistic usage – that is the stupendous and sole ability of translation. It is in such pure language, which no longer
         seeks to say anything, no longer gives expression to anything, but as expressionless, creative Word is what is meant in every
         language, that all communication, all sense, and all intention finally reach a stratum at which they are destined to cease.
         And it is on the basis of that stratum that freedom of translation is confirmed as a new and higher right. Not from the sense
         of communication, to emancipate from which is precisely the task of fidelity, does it have its being. No, for the sake of
         pure language freedom proves itself in terms of its own. To redeem that pure language that is banished into otherness in one’s
         own language, to release the language held prisoner in the work by rewriting it – that is the task of the translator. For
         its sake the translator breaks down crumbling barriers in his own language: Luther, Voss, Hölderlin, George all broadened
         the bounds of German.

      
      Seen from this angle, what significance for the relationship between translation and original is left to sense may be captured
         in a comparison. As the tangent touches the circle fleetingly and only at a single point, and as that contact (though not
         that point) is prescribed for it by the law in accordance with which it continues its straight course into infinity, so the
         translation touches the original fleetingly and only at that vanishingly small point of sense before (obedient to the law
         of fidelity) pursuing its unique course in the freedom of linguistic usage. The true significance of that freedom was characterized
         by Rudolf Pannwitz (albeit without naming it or substantiating it) in remarks in his [1917] book die krisis der europäischen kultur. Together with what Goethe says in the notes to his Divan,5 these are probably by far the best things published in Germany on translation theory. Pannwitz writes:6

      
      
         our translations including the finest of them proceed from a false basic principle seeking to germanize indian greek english
            instead of indianizing greekifying englishing german, they have far more respect for their own linguistic customs than for
            the spirit of the foreign work […] the fundamental mistake of the person translating is to set the fortuitous state of his
            own language in stone instead of letting the foreign language shift it by force, particularly when translating from an extremely
            remote language he must push his way back to the ultimate elements of language itself where word image tone merge into one
            he must widen and deepen his language with the foreign language people have no idea how far this is possible the extent to
            which every language is capable of changing language distinguishes itself from language almost like dialect from dialect but
            not if they are taken too lightly in fact only if they are taken with sufficient weight.


      
      How well a translation can match the essence of this form will be determined objectively by the translatability of the original. The less value and dignity the latter’s language possesses, the more it constitutes communication, the less of it
         translation is able to recover, until the total predominance of that sense, far from being the lever of a formally perfect
         translation, makes this impossible. The more formal a work is, the more it will still, even in the most fleeting brush with
         its sense, be translatable. This applies only as regards originals, of course. Translations, on the other hand, prove untranslatable
         not because of the seriousness but because of the excessive superficiality with which sense attaches to them. Of this (as
         in every other essential respect) Hölderlin’s translations, particularly those of the two Sophoclean tragedies, stand as confirmation.
         In them the harmony of languages is so deep that only as an Aeolian harp is brushed by the wind is sense brushed by language.
         Hölderlin’s translations are archetypes of their form; they also relate to the most perfect German-language versions of their
         texts as archetype [Urbild] to model [Vorbild], as a comparison of Hölderlin’s and Borchardt’s translations of the third Pythian ode of Pindar will show. For that very
         reason, they more than others are infected by the immense, original danger of all translation: that the doors of so expanded
         and highly structured a language slam shut, imprisoning the translator in silence. The Sophocles translations were Hölderlin’s
         final work. In them, sense plunges from abyss to abyss until it threatens to disappear altogether into bottomless linguistic
         depths. There is, however, a handhold. But the only text providing this is holy scripture, where sense has ceased to be the
         watershed for the twin streams of language and revelation. Where a text in its literalness belongs directly, without the intermediary
         of sense, to true language, to truth or doctrine, it is quintessentially translatable. No longer for its own sake, of course,
         but purely for that of languages. As regards that text, such boundless trust is required of the translation that, with as
         little tension as language and revelation in the text, in the translation literalness and freedom must be united in the form of the interlinear
         version. For to some extent all great writings (but sacred ones supremely so) carry their own virtual translation between
         the lines. The interlinear version of holy scripture is the archetype or ideal of all translation.

      
      [1923]

      
      
      
      
      One-way Street

      
      
      This street is named ASJA LACIS STREET1
after the person who as engineer
drove it through in the author

      
      
      
      FILLING STATION

      
      
      The construction of life currently lies far more in the hand of facts than of convictions. Facts, moreover, of a kind that
have almost never, up to now, and almost nowhere come to form the basis of convictions. Given such circumstances, true literary
activity cannot expect to take place in a literary context – in fact, that is the usual expression of its failure to bear
fruit. Significant literary effectiveness can come about only within a strict interchange of doing and writing; it needs to
cultivate the unspectacular forms better suited to its influence in active communities than the ambitious, universal gesture
of the book in pamphlets, brochures, newspaper articles, and publicity bills. Only such prompt language will prove an effective
match for the moment. Opinions, when what we are talking about is the gigantic apparatus of social life, are as oil to machines;
no one goes up to a turbine and douses it in machine oil. One squirts a little of it in hidden nipples and joints, and these
one must know.

      
      
      
      
      
      BREAKFAST ROOM

      
      
      A popular tradition urges that dreams should be told in the morning on an empty stomach. The fact is, one who has just woken
up remains, in this state, under the dream’s spell. Washing, you see, brings only the surface of the body and its visible
motor functions back to light; deeper down, even during the morning wash, the drab twilight of dream still lurks – indeed,
in the loneliness of those first waking hours it becomes established. Anyone who shrinks from making contact with the new
day, whether from shyness or in search of inner composure, will have no wish to eat and will spurn breakfast. It is his way
of avoiding the rupture between the worlds of night and day. By contrast a cautious approach, justified only by burning up
the dream with a morning’s concentrated work, if not through prayer, leads to a different kind of mingling of the rhythms
of life. In this state of mind, telling dreams is disastrous because the person who does so, still half in thrall to the world
of dream, betrays that world in his words and must expect it to seek vengeance. In modern terms: he will be giving himself
away. Having outgrown the protection of dream’s naivety, by talking about his dream story without superiority he exposes himself.
For only from the other shore, from bright day, may dream be addressed from the superior position of recall. This otherworldliness
of dream is attainable only through a process of purification that, while not unlike washing, is of a quite different nature.
It proceeds through the stomach. Before a person has eaten, he will talk about dream as if talking in his sleep.

      
      
      
      
      NO. 113

      
      
      The hours containing shape and form
Were spent in the house of dream.

      
      
      
      Basement

      
      
      We have long since forgotten the ritual according to which the house of our life used to be played out. Yet now that it is
to be subjected to siege and enemy bombs are already falling, what gaunt, quaint antiquities those bombs expose among the
foundations. All that stuff sunken and sacrificed to the accompaniment of magic spells, that ghastly cabinet of rare specimens
down there, where the deepest shafts are reserved for the most day-to-day. In one night of despair I saw myself, in dream,
reunited with the earliest mate of my schooldays, whom I have not been in touch with for decades and about whom, in that time,
I have barely thought once. Yet there I was, in the dream, enthusiastically renewing friendship and comradeship with him.
On waking, though, I saw quite clearly: what despair had uncovered like an explosion was the dead body of that person, which
had been walled in there as if to convey: whoever comes to live here, may he be nothing like this man.

      
      
      
      
      Vestibule

      
      
      A trip to Goethe’s house. I cannot recall seeing rooms in dream. There was a line of whitewashed corridors, like in a school.
Two elderly English lady visitors and a curator are the dream extras. The curator asks us to register in a visitors’ book
that lay open on a window ledge at the far end of a passage. Stepping up to it and leafing through the pages, I find my name
already entered in a large, ungainly childish hand.

      
      
      
      
      
      Dining room

      
      
      In a dream I saw myself in Goethe’s study. It bore no resemblance to the one in Weimar. Above all it was tiny and had only
one window. Opposite the window stood the desk, narrow end to the wall. Seated at the desk, pen in hand, was the writer, well
on in years. I was standing to one side when he stopped writing and presented me with a small vessel, an antique vase. I turned
it over in my hands. It was dreadfully hot in the room. Goethe stood up and together we went next door, where a long table
had been laid for my kin. However, preparations had apparently been made for many more folk than this comprised. No doubt
the ancestors had been included. I sat down beside Goethe at the right-hand end. When the meal was over he rose to his feet
laboriously and with a gesture I begged leave to assist him. As I touched his elbow I was moved to tears.

      
      
      
      
      
      FOR MEN

      
      
      Persuasion will bear no fruit.

      
      
      
      
      STANDARD TIME

      
      
      To the great, their completed works weigh less than the fragments they work on throughout their lives. For only the feebler
person, the more distracted person, will take a matchless delight in finishing things, feeling himself restored to life thereby.
To the genius, each caesura, each blow of fate falls like sweet sleep in the effort and application of his workplace itself.
And he attracts their influence in the fragment. ‘Genius is hard work.’

      
      
      
      
      
      COME BACK, ALL IS FORGIVEN

      
      
      Like a gymnast tackling the giant wave on the high bar, one takes one’s own swipe, as a young man, at the wheel of fortune,
from which sooner or later the big prize then falls. For only what we already knew or did at fifteen will one day constitute
our attrativa. That, moreover, is why one thing can never be made good: having neglected to run away from one’s parents. From forty-eight
hours’ self-exposure in those years there leaps into being, as in an alkaline solution, the crystal of existential bliss.

      
      
      
      
      PALATIALLY FURNISHED TEN-ROOM APARTMENT

      
      
      The only adequate description and at the same time analysis of the furnishing style of the second half of the nineteenth century
is provided by a certain type of crime fiction that sets the horror of the habitation at its dynamic core. The arrangement
of the furniture is at the same time the sketch plan of murder cases, and the perspective of the suite of rooms dictates the
victim’s escape route. That this type of crime novel in particular starts with Poe (that is to say, at a time when such dwellings
scarcely as yet existed) does not gainsay this. For without exception the great writers make their deductions in a world that
comes after them, as the streets of Paris in Baudelaire’s poems were there only after 1900 and Dostoevsky’s characters, too,
did not pre-date him. The middle-class interior of the 1860s to 1890s with its giant sideboards heavy with woodcarving, the
sunless corners where the palm stands, the bay window with its shielding balustrade, and those long corridors with the singing
gas flame proves fit only to house the corpse. ‘On this sofa the aunt can only be murdered.’ The soulless luxuriance of the furniture will offer true comfort only with a dead body in front
of it. Of far greater interest than the rural Orient of crime fiction is the voluptuous Orient of its interiors: the Persian
carpet and the ottomans, the hanging flowerpot and the noble Caucasian dagger. Behind the heavy, gathered kilims the head
of the household celebrates his orgies with stocks and shares, has a sense of himself as an Oriental merchant, an idle pasha
in the khanate of rotten spells, until one fine afternoon that dagger in the silvered belt and scabbard hanging above the
divan cuts short his siesta and his very life. This character of the middle-class dwelling, which tremulously awaits the nameless
murderer like a crone her toyboy, has been thoroughly explored by a number of authors who, being ‘crime writers’ (partly,
perhaps, because in their writings something of this bourgeois pandemonium finds expression), failed to receive their just
deserts. Conan Doyle, in some of his texts, brought out what I am trying to get at here, the writer A. K. Green highlighted
it in a huge output, and in Le Fantôme de l’Opéra, one of the great novels about the nineteenth century, Gaston Leroux helped promote the form to its apotheosis.

      
      
      
      
      CHINESE GOODS

      
      
      No one, nowadays, should stick rigidly to what he or she ‘can’ do. Strength lies in improvisation. The blows that count are
all landed with the left.

      
      There is a gate at the beginning of a long drive leading downhill to the house of…, whom I used to visit every evening. From
the time she moved away, the opening of the gate arch lay before me like an ear that has lost its hearing.

      
      A child dressed for bed cannot be persuaded to say ‘hello’ to a chance visitor. The latter, seizing the moral high ground,
adjures the child in vain to conquer its prudishness. The child, moments later, does come down, this time stark naked, to
greet the visitor. It had spent the time washing.

      
      The force exerted by the country lane varies according to whether one walks along it or flies over it in an aeroplane. Similarly,
the force exerted by a text varies according to whether one is reading it or copying it out. The person in the aeroplane sees
only how the lane moves through the landscape, unwinding in conformity with the laws of the surrounding terrain. Only someone
walking along the lane will experience its dominion and see how, from the selfsame countryside as for the flyer is simply
the unfolding plain, at every turn it summons up distances, views, clearings, and outlooks as the commanding officer calls
back soldiers from a front. Likewise, only the copied-out text commands the mind of the person reproducing it, whereas the
person simply reading it never gets to know the new prospects of his inner being that the text, that lane through the ever-denser
internal jungle, opens up: the fact is, the reader yields to the movement of his ‘I’ in the open air of daydream while the
copyist enables that movement to be directed. The Chinese copyist of books was therefore the supreme guarantor of literary
culture, and the book he had copied became a key to China’s riddles.

      
      
      
      
      GLOVES

      
      
      In a disgusted reaction to animals the dominant feeling is fear of being recognized as a result of touching them. What is
horrified, deep down inside one, is a dim awareness that something is alive down there so familiar to the animal provoking disgust as to be, perhaps, recognized by it.

      
      All disgust is in origin disgust at touch. Even self-control can tame that feeling only by means of abrupt, excessive gestures:
it seeks violently to embrace the agent of disgust and consume it, while the zone of the most delicate epidermal contact remains
taboo. That is the only way of meeting the paradoxical moral demand that calls for the simultaneous surmounting and meticulous
cultivation of a person’s sense of disgust. A person may not deny his bestial connection with the creature to whose appeal
he responds with disgust: he is required to master it.

      
      
      
      
      MEXICAN EMBASSY

      
      
      I never pass a wooden fetish, gilded Buddha,
 or Mexican idol without telling myself: that
 may be the true god.

      
      Charles Baudelaire

      
      I dreamed I was a member of a research expedition in Mexico. After traversing a high-altitude jungle, we came upon a cave
system up in the mountains where a monastic order dating from the time of the first missionaries had survived into the present
day, with the brothers still engaged in their work of conversion among the indigenous population. In a vast central grotto
enclosed within pointed Gothic arches, services were held in accordance with the most ancient rite. As we approached we came
in sight of the main event, as it were: towards a wooden bust of God the Father, displayed somewhere on one of the walls of
the cave, attached at a great height, a priest was holding up a Mexican fetish. Three times, in a gesture of negation, the
divine head moved from right to left.

      
      
      
      
      
      THESE FLOWER BEDS ARE COMMENDED TO THE PUBLIC’S CARE

      
      
      What is ‘redeemed’? Do not all the questions of lived life remain behind like the foliage that once blocked our view? Clearing
it, even just thinning it out, are undertakings that scarcely cross our minds. We stride on, leaving it behind us, and from
a distance it can indeed be seen as a whole, but entwined in a way that is unclear, shadowy, hence even more mysterious.

      
      Commentary and translation are to text as style and mimesis to nature: the same phenomenon viewed in different ways. On the
tree of the sacred text they are both mere ever-rustling leaves; on the tree of the profane text, fruit falling at the right
time.

      
      A lover will cling not only to ‘defects’ in the loved one, not only to a woman’s quirks and failings; facial lines and liver
spots, worn clothes and a wonky gait will bind him far more durably, far more inexorably than any beauty. One learned that
long ago. And why? If the theory is true that feeling does not lodge in the head, that we feel a window, a cloud, a tree not
in our brain but in the place where we see them, when we look at the loved one we are likewise outside ourselves. But in this
case painfully stretched and tugged. Our feelings churn and swerve like a flock of birds blinded in the woman’s bright presence.
And as birds seek shelter in the tree’s leafy hiding places, feelings too take refuge in dark wrinkles, graceless movements,
and the secret blemish on the loved body, where they duck down, safe and sound. And no passer-by will guess that it is here,
precisely here, in the shortcoming, in the less-than-perfect, that the admirer’s burst of love, swift as an arrow, hits home.

      
      
      
      
      
      BUILDING SITE

      
      
      Brooding pedantically over the manufacture of objects (visual aids, toys, books) destined for children is silly. Ever since
the Enlightenment, this has been one of the stuffiest speculations of educational theorists. So obsessed are they with psychology,
they cannot see that the world is full of the most incomparable objects that capture children’s attention and dictate what
they do. What is more, some of those objects are very specific. The fact is, children have a special tendency to seek out
any kind of workplace where the work being done quite clearly concerns things. They feel irresistibly drawn to the detritus
created by building, gardening, housework, tailoring, or carpentry. In waste products they recognize the face that the material
world turns to them and them alone. In putting such products to use they do not so much replicate the works of grown-ups as
take materials of very different kinds and, through what they make with them in play, place them in new and very surprising
relations to one another. In this way children form their own material world, a small one within the large one, and they do
it themselves. It is the standards of this small material world that need to be borne in mind in any attempt to create deliberately
for children, unless one would rather have one’s own efforts alone, aided only by the concomitant props and instruments, show
one the way to reach them.

      
      
      
      
      MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR

      
      
      The more hostile a person is to what has been handed down, the more determinedly he will subordinate his private life to the
standards he wishes to elevate as legislators for a future condition of society. It is as if those standards obliged him, though they are nowhere accepted as yet, at least within his own circle
to uphold them as exemplary. However, the man who knows himself to be in accord with the most ancient traditions of his class
or people will occasionally order his private life in flagrant contrast to the maxims he relentlessly champions in public,
and without the least qualm of conscience praise his own conduct as secretly providing cogent proof of the unassailable authority
of the principles he espouses. It is what differentiates two types of politician: the anarcho-socialist and the conservative.

      
      
      
      
      FLAG…

      
      
      How the leave-taker is the more easily loved! The reason being that for the person departing the flame burns more cleanly,
fed by the fluttering scrap of fabric waving back from the deck or train window. Widening distance is like a dye steeping
the vanishing figure, imbuing it with a soft warm glow.

      
      
      
      
      … AT HALF MAST

      
      
      When someone very close to us passes away, in the developments of the following months there is something of a sense that,
gladly though we should have shared it with them, only their being gone allowed it to unfold. Ultimately, we greet them in
a language they already no longer understand.

      
      
      
      
      
      KAISERPANORAMA2

      
      
      
      A trip through Germany’s inflation

      
      I.   In the treasury of those turns of speech by which the lifestyle of the German citizen (a permanent blend of stupidity and
cowardice) betrays itself daily, that of the imminence of disaster – things ‘cannot go on like this’, people say – is particularly
memorable. A helpless fixation on concepts of security and property inherited from past decades prevents the average person
from taking in the very remarkable stabilities of a wholly new kind that underpin our present situation. The relative stabilization
of the pre-war years worked in his favour, so he thinks he must regard every state of affairs that dispossesses him as unstable.
Yet the fact is, stable conditions are not necessarily, now or ever, pleasant conditions, and even pre-war there were sections
of the population for whom stabilization meant stabilized poverty. A crash is no less stable nor any less a marvel than a
boom. Only a system of calculation that admits to finding decline the only rational explanation for the current situation
could recover from a draining astonishment at things repeating themselves daily to accept symptoms of collapse as the quintessence
of stability and see salvation alone as something so extraordinary as to pass understanding and verge on the miraculous. The
national communities of central Europe are living like the inhabitants of an encircled city whose food and powder are both
running out and where by any human reckoning rescue can scarcely be expected. A case in which surrender, possibly on any terms,
should be very seriously considered. Yet the silent, invisible power by which central Europe feels itself confronted does
not offer terms. There is nothing to be done, consequently, but to keep on looking, in constant expectation of the final onslaught,
for nothing but the extraordinary, which alone can bring salvation. However, this strained situation of the most tense, uncomplaining watchfulness, really might, since
we are in secret touch with the forces laying siege to us, make the miracle happen. On the other hand the expectation that
things cannot go on like this may one day have to face up to the fact that so far as the sufferings of the individual and
of communities are concerned there is only one limit beyond which things cannot go on: destruction.

      
      II.   A curious paradox: people have only the pettiest private interest in mind when they act; yet at the same time their conduct
is now more than ever determined by the instincts of the mass. And now more than ever the instincts of the mass have gone
crazy and become alien to life. Where the deep, dark drive of the animal (as countless stories tell) finds a way to avoid
the approaching danger, seemingly before it can be seen, this society, with each member thinking only of his own miserable
well-being, acting with animal torpor, but without the animal’s torpid knowledge, stumbles as a blind mass into every danger,
even the one lying just around the corner, and the variety of individual goals counts for nothing against the identity of
forces dictating developments. Over and over again it has been shown that the way society clings to normal (but already long-lost)
life is so fierce as to frustrate the truly human use of intellect and foresight, even in the face of drastic danger. The
upshot is that society today presents a perfect picture of stupidity: uncertainty, indeed perversion of the instincts so essential
to life and importance, not to say decay of intellect. This is the mood of Germany’s middle class as a whole.

      
      III.   All human relationships having any degree of intimacy are under assault from an almost unbearably piercing clarity such
as they can scarcely withstand. This is because on the one hand money, devastatingly, forms the focal point of all life’s interests, while on the other hand that same thing (money) is the
barrier that brings nearly every human relationship up short; in consequence, things that are disappearing more and more from
both the natural and moral worlds are unthinking trust, peace, and good health.

      
      IV.   Not for nothing do we speak of ‘naked’ poverty. The worst, the most dreadful aspect of such exposure, which gained currency
under the law of necessity but which nevertheless reveals only a thousandth part of what remains hidden, is not the pity or
the equally grim sense of his own impassivity that it evokes in the observer but the sheer shame of it. One cannot live in
a German city where hunger obliges the poorest to exist on the pretence with which passers-by seek to cover a nakedness they
find wounding.

      
      V.   ‘Poverty is nothing to be ashamed of.’ Quite so. Yet they do feel shame, the poor. They feel it, and they cover it up with
the saying. It is one of those that could once be used validly but whose validity is now long gone. Like the brutal ‘If he
won’t work, he shan’t eat.’ When there was work to feed the doer of it there was also poverty of which he need feel no shame
should crop failure or some other misfortune inflict it on him. But this is cause for shame, this want into which millions
are born and in which hundreds of thousands get caught up and grow poor. Filth and wretchedness shoot up like walls around
them, the product of invisible forces. And just as the individual is able to bear much on his own account but rightly feels
shame when his woman sees him doing so and suffers it herself, the individual is at liberty to suffer much as long as he is
alone – everything, provided he hides it. Yet he must never make his peace with poverty when like a giant shadow it falls
over his people and his dwelling. If that happens, may he be constantly on the lookout for every humiliation handed out to him, nursing it in his
heart until such time as his sufferings, ceasing to pave the downhill road of penury, have cleared the rising path of revolt.
Here, however, there is nothing to be hoped for so long as that most dreadful, that darkest of fates is daily, even hourly,
discussed in the press, set out in terms of all its pseudo-causes and pseudo-effects, helping no one to understand the dark
forces to which his livelihood is now in thrall.

      
      VI.   To the foreigner superficially observing the evolution of life in Germany (he may even have visited the country briefly),
its inhabitants will appear no less strange than some exotic tribe. A witty Frenchman once remarked: ‘On only the rarest of
occasions will a German see himself clearly. If he does happen to do so, he will decline to say what he sees. If he does say
what he sees, he will make sure he is not understood.’ This desperate remoteness has increased with the war – and not simply
as a result of the terrible deeds, both real and imagined, that have been attributed to Germans. No, what makes Germany’s
grotesque isolation in the eyes of the rest of Europe truly complete, what basically, for other Europeans, prompts the attitude
that in Germans they are dealing with Hottentots (as Germans have quite rightly been called), is the violence, wholly incomprehensible
to outsiders and quite beyond the inmates’ awareness, with which on this stage circumstances, destitution, and stupidity have
forced people under the yoke of communal forces in a way that can be compared only with how the life of any savage is dictated
by clan law. That most European of all commodities, the more or less pointed irony with which the life of the individual seeks
to evolve separately from the existence of whatever community that person has been set down in, is something the Germans have
lost completely.

      
      VII.   Conversation is becoming increasingly unfree. Whereas previously, when two people conversed, it was quite natural for
one person to question the other in some depth, nowadays the questions concern what his shoes cost or his umbrella. Unavoidably,
all social intercourse becomes permeated by the topic of circumstances, i.e., money. No longer is it a matter of the trials
and tribulations of the individual, in which people might possibly help one other, but about viewing the whole picture. It
is like being held prisoner in a theatre and having to follow the play on the stage whether one wants to or not, having over
and over again, willy-nilly, to make it the object of one’s thinking and speaking.

      
      VIII.   Anyone not ducking the perception of decline will without hesitation enlist a special justification for staying on,
doing what he does, and participating in this chaos. So many insights into the general breakdown, so many exceptions for one’s
own sphere of activity, place of residence, and moment in time. That kind of blind determination to salvage the prestige of
one’s personal existence rather than, by boldly sizing up the impotence of that existence and the extent of its implication,
at least detaching it from the background of the general blindness – that comes through everywhere. It is why the air is so
full of philosophical theories and ideologies, and it is why, here at home [i.e., in Germany], they seem so presumptuous:
because ultimately, with few exceptions, they are sanctioned by somebody’s private situation, which proves absolutely nothing.
For that very reason, the air also teems with delusions, mirages of a radiant cultural future that, despite everything, will
dawn tomorrow: because everyone is committed to the optical illusions of his own isolated standpoint.

      
      IX.   The people penned in within the environs of this country have lost the power to recognize the lineaments of the human
being. Each freeborn citizen is in their eyes a misfit. Imagine the mountain chains of the High Alps – but not set against
the sky, set against the folds of a dark backcloth. Only vaguely would the mighty shapes loom. Just so has a heavy curtain
been drawn across Germany’s sky, and we no longer see how even the greatest of men stand out.

      
      X.   The warmth is going out of things. Objects of daily use are quietly yet insistently repulsing man. Altogether, he faces
a huge task every day, overcoming the secret resistances (not just the obvious ones, either) that they put up. He must cancel
out their coldness with his own warmth if he does not wish to stiffen at their touch, and he must grasp their prickles with
meticulous care if he wants to avoid bleeding to death. He expects no help from his fellows. Tram conductors, civil servants,
craftsmen, and shop assistants – they all of them feel they represent a recalcitrant matter, the dangerous nature of which
they are concerned to highlight by their own uncouthness. And the degeneration of things with which they, in line with human
decline, castigate him is something that even the country is sworn to. Men and things are both having their strength sapped,
and the German spring, always late arriving, is only one of countless like signs that German nature is breaking up. In it
one lives as if the pressure of that column of air whose weight everyone carries had hereabouts, in defiance of all law, suddenly
become palpable.

      
      XI.   The unfolding of any human movement, be it triggered by mental or even by natural impulses, encounters massive resistance
from its environment. The housing shortage and traffic controls are both in the process of destroying that basic symbol of
European freedom, which in certain forms existed even in the Middle Ages, namely freedom of migration – destroying it utterly.
And if medieval coercion bound men together in natural groups, nowadays they are shackled in unnatural commonality. Few things will enhance the ominous power of a restless nomadism
to the same extent as curtailing its liberty to settle anywhere, and never has freedom of migration existed in greater disproportion
to the wealth of means thereto.

      
      XII.   As all things caught up in an unstoppable process of mixing and contamination lose the power to express their essence
and substitute ambiguity for authenticity, so too does the city. Big cities, whose incomparably reassuring and confirming
might encloses the creative worker as in a castle keep and by cutting off his view of the horizon also manages to deprive
him of the elemental forces forever awake inside him, are now everywhere breached by the invading countryside. Not by the
landscape but by the harshest features of untamed nature: ploughed fields, highways, the night sky no longer shrouded in a
coat of shimmering red. The insecurity even of busy districts makes things very different for the city dweller, placing him
in the kind of inscrutable, thoroughly grim situation in which amid the evil forms dotting deserted wastelands he must contemplate
the monstrous spawn of once-grand urban architecture.

      
      XIII.   A noble indifference to the spheres of wealth and poverty is something that manufactured items have lost completely.
Each brands its possessor, who can choose only between appearing as sucker or spiv. The fact is, while even true luxury is
of such a kind that intellect and conviviality can so permeate it as to consign it to oblivion, the luxury goods on offer
today display such shameless crudity as to shatter any illusion of spiritual radiance.

      
      XIV.   From the earliest customs of nations it seems to come to us as a warning that in accepting what nature so bountifully
provides we should eschew the gesture of greed. For there is nothing of our own that we are able to give back. It is fitting, therefore, that we should show reverence in the taking by
restoring to nature a portion of every single thing we receive before taking possession of it as our own. Such reverence finds
expression in the ancient custom of libatio. In fact, it may be this same age-old moral experience that survives in altered form in the ban on gathering forgotten ears
of corn or picking up fallen grapes: these things benefit the earth or the all-giving ancestors. In Athens, custom forbade
the picking up of crumbs at mealtime, for they belong to the heroes. Has society, through hardship and greed, degenerated
to an extent where it can now only plunder the gifts of nature, wrenching fruit from the trees still unripe in order to be
able to sell at a good price, having to empty every dish, simply in order to feel full up? If it has, then the earth will
grow poor and the land bear poor harvests.

      
      
      
      
      
      GROUNDWORK

      
      
      In dream I saw a desolate expanse. It was Market Square in Weimar. Excavations were in progress. I did a little scratching
in the sand myself. As I did so, the tip of a church spire appeared. Delighted, I thought: a Mexican shrine from pre-animist
times, Anaquivitzli. I woke up laughing. (Ana = [image: image]; vi = vie; vitz [or witz, as it would be in German] = Mexican church [!]3)

      
      
      
      
      HAIRDRESSER FOR FUSSY WOMEN

      
      
      Three thousand men and women from the Kurfurstendamm4 are to be hauled out of bed and arrested one morning and held for twenty-four hours. At midnight a questionnaire about capital
punishment is distributed in the cells, asking signatories to indicate among other things what method of execution they personally thought of choosing should the case arise. This document
had to be completed in private ‘to the best of [your] knowledge’ by people who had hitherto been used only to expressing themselves
spontaneously ‘to the best of [their] belief ’. Even before first light, always a sacred time but in these parts dedicated
to the executioner, the question of the death penalty would be cleared up.

      
      
      
      
      MIND THE STEPS!

      
      
      Work on a good piece of writing proceeds on three levels: a musical one, where it is composed, an architectural one, where
it is constructed, and finally a textile one, where it is woven.

      
      
      
      
      CERTIFIED PROOFREADER

      
      
      The times, which contrast with the Enlightenment generally, stand in particular contrast to the situation in which book-printing
was invented. The fact is, whether by chance or not, the emergence of printing in Germany coincided with the time when the
book in the highest sense of the word, namely the book of books, became common intellectual property as a result of Luther’s
translation of the Bible. Now, however, there is every indication that the book in this traditional form is nearing its end.
Mallarmé, who amid the crystalline construction of his indubitably traditionalist writing saw the truth of what was to come,
was the first to take the graphic tensions of advertising and work them up into type in his ‘Un coup de dès’ [‘A Throw of
the Dice’]. The graphic experiments subsequently undertaken by the Dadaists did not, admittedly, proceed from any Constructivist
intention but from the precisely reacting nerves of literary figures and were therefore very much less solid and hence likely
to survive than Mallarmé’s attempt, which was firmly rooted in his earlier style. But it does, as a result, show the relevance
of what Mallarmé found, working in monadic seclusion, behind closed doors, and in pre-stabilized harmony with all the important
events of these days in the worlds of business, technology, and public life. Writing, having found shelter in the printed
book, where it was leading an independent existence, is ruthlessly dragged out into the street by advertisements and subjected
to the brutal heteronomies of economic chaos. Such are the harsh schooldays of its new form. Centuries ago it began gradually
to record itself, passing from erect inscription to the slanting script of hands resting on desks and eventually bedding down
in book-printing; now, with equal slowness, it is beginning once again to rise from the floor. Even today newspapers are already
scanned more from top to bottom than horizontally; films and posters are completing the process, pushing script into the dictatorial
vertical. Before contemporary man gets to open a book, so dense a flurry of changeable, brightly coloured, clashing characters
has settled on his eyes that the chances of his penetrating the ancient silence of the book have become slim. Locust swarms
of lettering, already darkening the sun of the supposed mind of the city dweller, become thicker with each successive year.
Other requirements of business life lead farther. The card file ushers in the triumph of three-dimensional writing – in startling
counterpoint to the three-dimensionality of writing in its earliest days as rune or quipu. (And these days, as the current
scientific mode of production tells us, the book is already an obsolete link between two different card-file systems. The
reason being that all essentials may be found in the paper-slip index of the researcher who compiled it, the scholar studying
it assimilating those essentials into his own card file.) Yet there is no doubt whatever that the development of writing will not indefinitely be bound up with the claims to power of a chaotic way
of running science and the economy; no, the moment is approaching when quantity abruptly becomes quality and script, thrusting
ever deeper into the graphic sphere of its new eccentric figurativeness, all of a sudden grasps its proper content. It will
be a hieroglyphics in which poets, who will then as in primitive times be first and foremost scribes, can take part only if
they open themselves up to those areas in which (without fuss) construction of that hieroglyphics is taking place: those covered
by the statistical and technical diagram. By establishing an internationally convertible kind of script they will refashion
their authority in the life of nations and find themselves a role in comparison with which all aspirations to a renewal of
rhetoric will turn out to be daydreams belonging to a bygone age.

      
      
      
      
      TEACHING AIDS

      
      
      
      
      Principles of the doorstop or the art of turning out fat tomes

      
      
      I.   The whole thing must be marbled through with a continuous, wordy presentation of the plan.

      
      II.   Terms should be introduced for concepts that except in connection with this definition occur nowhere else in the book.

      
      III.   Conceptual distinctions laboriously drawn in the text should be blurred again in the notes to the relevant passages.

      
      IV.   Where concepts are discussed only for their general significance, examples should be given: where machines are at issue,
say, all types of machine should be listed.

      
      V.   Everything that holds true of an object a priori should be substantiated with a wealth of examples.

      
      VI.   Connections capable of being represented graphically must be set out in words. Instead of drawing a family tree, for instance, all kinship relations should be elaborately portrayed
and described.

      
      VII.   Where a number of opponents share the same line of argument, each should be refuted individually.

      
      The average work of scholarship today wants to be read like a catalogue. But when will we be ready to write books like catalogues?
If the poor inside permeates the outside in this way, the product is a fine piece of writing in which a figure is put on the
value of each opinion without this meaning that the opinions are up for sale.

      
      The typewriter will not make the pen feel out of place in the writer’s hand until such time as the precision of typographical
forms becomes part of how the writer’s books are conceived. Probably this will require new systems with more variable type
design. These will substitute the innervation of the commanding finger for the fluency of the whole hand.

      
      A period that, having been drafted metrically, subsequently has its rhythm disturbed at a single point, makes the loveliest
prose sentence imaginable. Similarly, a tiny gap in the wall of the alchemist’s parlour will admit a ray of light that strikes
sparks from crystals, spheres, and triangles.

      
      
      
      
      
      GERMAN MEN, DRINK GERMAN BEER

      
      
      The rabble is in the grip of a frenetic hatred of intellectual life that has seen the guarantee of that life’s destruction
in the body count. Given the least chance, bodies will form up in rank and file and march into the barrage of fire and onward
to the market boom. None sees farther than the back of the man in front, and each one is proud to be so exemplary in the sight
of the man behind. In the field, men have had the knack of this for centuries, but the goose-step of poverty, the forming of queues – those are female inventions.

      
      
      
      
      STICK NO BILLS

      
      
      
      
      The writer’s technique in thirteen propositions

      
      
      I.   Whoever is thinking of committing a major work to paper, let him give himself that pleasure and, his daily stint done,
grant himself whatever will not impair the next day’s.

      
      II.   Talk about what you have accomplished, if you wish, but do not, during the course of the work, read aloud from it. Any
satisfaction you obtain in this way will slow you down. Stick to this regime, and the growing desire to tell someone will
eventually become an engine of completion.

      
      III.   In the conditions in which you work, try to avoid the average, the everyday. Semi-quiet, accompanied by empty sounds,
will be degrading. However, the accompaniment of an étude or of the murmur of voices may be as meaningful, as regards work, as the audible silence of night. Where the latter will
sharpen the inner ear, the former will be a touchstone for a diction whose abundance absorbs even these excentric sounds.

      
      IV.   Avoid just any old tools of the trade. Pedantic insistence on certain papers, pens, inks will be useful. Not luxury, but
abundance of such utensils is essential.

      
      V.   Let no thought pass you by incognito but keep your notebook as strictly as the authorities do the Register of Aliens.

      
      VI.   Make your pen resistant to inspiration; it will then attract it with the force of a magnet. The longer you delay over
writing an idea down, the more fully developed it will yield itself to you. Speech takes hold of thought by force, but writing
tames it.

      
      VII.   Never stop writing because you have run out of ideas. Literary honour requires that you break off only when there is
an appointment to be met (a meal, an engagement or the work is finished.

      
      VIII.   When inspiration fails, fill in by making a fair copy of what you have done already. Intuition will awake as a result.

      
      IX.   Nulla dies sine linea – but weeks, certainly.

      
      X.   Never deem a work perfect over which you have not, at some time, sat from evening to daybreak.

      
      XI.   Do not write the conclusion of the work in your usual study. There you would not find the courage.

      
      XII.   Stages of composition: thought – style – the act of penning. The point of the fair copy is that, in fixing this, all
attention is now on calligraphy. Thought kills inspiration, style shackles thought, penning pays the wages of style.

      
      XIII.   The work is the death mask of the draft.

      
      
      
      
      Thirteen propositions against snobs

      
      
      Snob in the private office of art criticism. Left, a child’s drawing; right, a fetish. (Snob: ‘Picasso and that crowd can get lost.’)

       


	I.	The artist makes a work.	The primitive expresses himself in documents.

	II.	The work of art is only incidentally a document.	No document is a work of art as such.

	III.	The work of art is a masterpiece.	The document serves as a didactic drama.

	IV.	Using the work of art, artists learn the job.	Faced with documents, an audience will be educated.

	V.	Works of art stand apart from one another as a result of completion.	It is in terms of subject matter that all documents communicate.

	VI.	In the work of art, form and content are one: meaning.	In documents, subject matter prevails throughout.

	VII.	Meaning is what is tried and tested.	Subject matter is what is dreamt.

	VIII.	In the work of art, the material is ballast that contemplation jettisons.	The deeper one sinks into a document, the denser: subject matter.

	IX.	In the work of art, the law of form is central.	In the document, forms are simply dispersed.

	X.	The work of art is synthetic: power plant.	The fertility of the document seeks: analysis.

	XI.	Viewed repeatedly, a work of art intensifies.	A document will overwhelm only by surprise.

	XII.	The masculinity of works is on the attack.	For the document, its innocence provides cover.

	XIII.	The artist sets out to conquer meanings.	The primitive digs in behind subject matter.


      
      
      
      
      The critic’s technique in thirteen propositions

      
      
      I.   The critic is the strategist in the literary battle.

      
      II.   Anyone incapable of taking sides should say nothing.

      
      III.   The critic is quite unrelated to the person who interprets past epochs of art.

      
      IV.   Criticism must speak in the language of artists. For the terms of the cénacle5 are watchwords. And only in watchwords does the battle-cry resound.

      
      V.   ‘Objectivity’ must always be sacrificed to partisanship when the cause being fought over merits it.

      
      VI.   Criticism is a moral issue. If Goethe failed to recognize Hölderlin and Kleist, Beethoven and Jean-Paul, that is not about
his understanding of art but his moral sense.

      
      VII.   For the critic, it is colleagues that constitute the higher authority. Not the audience. Certainly not posterity.

      
      VIII.   Posterity forgets or celebrates. Only the critic takes the author’s view.

      
      IX.   Polemics means destroying a book in a few of one’s sentences. The less one has studied it, the better. Only someone who
can destroy can criticize.

      
      X.   Proper polemics picks up a book as lovingly as a cannibal prepares a baby for eating.

      
      XI.   Enthusiasm about art is alien to the critic. In the critic’s hands the work of art is no more than the weapon in the battle
of minds.

      
      XII.   The art of criticism in a nutshell: coining slogans without giving away ideas. Slogans of an inadequate criticism will
flog ideas off cheap to fashion.

      
      XIII.   The audience must always be wrong yet always feel the critic is their champion.

      
      
      
      
      
      NO. 13

      
      
      
Thirteen – I took a cruel pleasure in stopping 
at this number.

Marcel Proust

The uncut6 folding of the book still invites
the kind of sacrifice that made the red edges
of ancient tomes bleed; the introduction
      of
a weapon or paper-knife, confirming
appropriation.

Mallarmé

      
      
      I.   Books and whores can be taken to bed.

      
      II.   Books and whores cut joggles in time. They dominate night as they do day and day as they do night.

      
      III.   Neither books nor whores give any sign that the minutes are precious to them. Become more involved with them and you
will note for the first time what a hurry they are in. What makes them count along is our burying ourselves in them.

      
      IV.   Books and whores have always had this unrequited love for each other.

      
      V.   Books and whores – they each have their own kind of men who live off and torment them. Books have critics.

      
      VI.   Books and whores on public premises – for students.

      
      VII.   Books and whores – one seldom sees their end, having once possessed them. They tend to disappear before they die.

      
      VIII.   Books and whores love to tell and tell such lies about how they became such. Truth is, they often do not notice themselves.
For years one pursues everything ‘for love’ before suddenly, very much the fuller figure, finding oneself walking streets
that previously, ‘for study purposes’, one had simply hovered above.

      
      IX.   Books and whores love to turn their backs when showing themselves off.

      
      X.   Books and whores make many young.

      
      XI.   Books and whores – ‘sanctimonious old cow – young slut’. How many books were once non grata from which young people today are supposed to learn!

      
      XII.   Books and whores will squabble in front of people.

      
      XIII.   Books and whores – footnotes in the one are what banknotes in stocking-tops are to the other.

      
      
      
      
      
      ARMS AND AMMUNITION

      
      
      I had arrived in Riga to visit a friend. Her house, the city, the language – all were unknown to me. No one was expecting
me, nobody knew me. I spent two hours wandering the streets on my own. I have never seen them like that again since. Each
doorway shot out a tongue of flame, from each cornerstone sparks flew, every tram came hurtling towards me like the fire brigade.
She might of course emerge from that doorway, come round that corner, be riding in that tram. However, of the two of us I
must at all costs be the first to see the other. The fact is, had she laid the fuse of her glance all the way to me – I, without
fail, would have gone up like an ammo dump.

      
      
      
      
      FIRST AID

      
      
      A very confusing part of town, a warren of streets I had avoided for years, all of a sudden became clear to me when one day
somebody I loved went to live there. It was as if a searchlight installed in her window now carved the district up with its
beams.

      
      
      
      
      INTERIOR ARCHITECTURE

      
      
      The tractate is an Arabic form. Its exterior is non-articulated and unobtrusive, like the façade of an Arab building, articulation
of which begins only in the courtyard. In the same way the articulated structure of the tractate cannot be seen from outside
but reveals itself only within. Where chapters make it up, these are not given verbal titles but are headed numerically. The
surface of its deliberations is not enlivened in the manner of a painting; instead it is covered with webs of ornamentation, woven
without a break. In the sheer ornamental density of this portrayal the distinction between thematic and excursive observations
falls away.

      
      
      
      
      PAPER AND WRITING MATERIALS

      
      
      Pharus-Plan7 – I know a woman who is absent-minded. Where I will be familiar with the names of my suppliers, where certain papers are
kept, the addresses of friends and acquaintances, the time of a particular appointment, in her mind it is political concepts,
party slogans, professions of faith, and commands that have taken root. She inhabits a city of catchphrases and lives in a
district of watchwords that are her sworn brothers, where every alley has pledged allegiance and every utterance is echoed
by a war cry.

      
      Wish-list – ‘May a reed indeed prove adept / At making worlds easier to bear, / And may sweet delights flow freely / From
my own reed pen.’8 The lines come after ‘Ecstatic Longing’ like a pearl that has rolled from the open mussel shell.

      
      Pocket calendar – For the Nordic person, few things are more typical than that, if he falls in love, he must above all, cost
what it may, first have some time alone to think about and enjoy his emotion before going to the woman and declaring it.

      
      Paperweight – Place de la Concorde: Obelisk. Whatever was entombed inside it four thousand years ago, today stands in the
middle of the greatest of all city squares. Had he received foreknowledge of this – what a triumph for the pharaoh! The foremost cultural empire in the West will one day have at its centre the stone commemorating his rule! What, in truth, does
such fame look like? Not one in ten thousand passing here pauses for a moment. Not one in ten thousand pausing for a moment
is able to read the inscription. This, then, is how all fame redeems its promises, and no oracle can match it for slyness.
For there the Immortal One stands like this obelisk: the spiritual traffic surging below is controlled, yet no one benefits
from the inscription buried inside.

      
      
      
      
      FASHION ACCESSORIES

      
      
      Incomparable language of the skull: total inexpressiveness (the black of its eye sockets) combined with the wildest of expressions
(the grinning rows of teeth).

      
      One who feels forsaken, while reading, is pained that the page he wishes to turn has already been cut, that not even this
needs him any more.

      
      Gifts should affect the recipient so deeply as to startle him.

      
      When a valued, cultured, and elegant friend sent me his new book I caught myself, as I opened it, straightening my tie.

      
      A person who observes good manners but condemns lies is like someone who, while dressing stylishly, wears no shirt.

      
      If the cigarette smoke was drawing well in the holder and the ink flowing well in the fountain pen, then I would be in my
writer’s seventh heaven.

      
      Being happy means being able to look inside oneself without alarm.

      
      
      
      
      ENLARGEMENTS

      
      
      Child reading – From the school library, each child receives one book. Books are simply issued in the lower classes. Only
occasionally does one dare make a request. Often one sees much-coveted books going to others. One’s own book came at last.
For a week one was completely caught up in the text, which gently, secretly, densely, and incessantly surrounded one like
snowflakes. One entered into it with infinite trust. The silence of the book, luring one on and on! What it was about mattered
scarcely at all. Because reading still coincided with the time when one made up one’s own stories in bed. The footsteps of
stories, half covered, children trace. While reading, the child shuts its ears; the book rests on the table (always far too
high) and one hand will rest on the page. For the child, the hero’s adventures can be read even in the whirl of letters, character
and message in the driving flakes. The child’s breath hangs in the air of events, and all the figures in the book breathe
back. Children will be far more involved in the characters than are adults. The child is unutterably affected by what happens
and by the words exchanged, and when it gets up it will be covered in snow, the snow of what it has read.

      
      Child arriving late – The clock in the playground has a damaged look, and the child is to blame. The hands point to ‘Late’.
And in the corridor, from classroom doors, as the listener slips past, come murmurs of secret discussions. Behind those doors,
teacher and pupils are friends. Or they are all silent and still as if expecting someone. Inaudibly, the child puts a hand
on the door handle. The sun floods the spot where it stands. Then, defiling the green day, it pushes the door open. The teacher’s
voice clattering away like a mill-wheel; before the child, the stones. The clattering voice sustains its beat, but the workers
now leave everything to the new arrival; ten, twenty heavy sacks come flying towards it that it must then haul over to the
bench. Every thread of its coat is dusted with white. Like a wretched soul at midnight it makes a din at every step, and yet
is unseen. Once in its seat, it works quietly along with the rest until the bell goes. Not that any good comes of this.

      
      Snacking child – Through the crack of the food-cupboard door, which is scarcely ajar, his hand advances like a lover in the
night. Once the hand is at home in the dark, it feels around for sugar or almonds, sultanas or preserved fruit. And as the
lover, before kissing his girl, will embrace her, the sense of touch meets up with these things before the mouth samples their
sweetness. How seductively honey, heaps of currants, even rice will receive the hand. How ardent the encounter for both, now
that at last they have eluded the spoon. Gratefully, unrestrainedly, like one snatched from the bosom of the family, strawberry
jam with no bread will, as under God’s blue sky, surrender to the taste buds; butter, even, responds with tenderness to the
bold suitor thrusting his way into its maids’ garret. The hand, that youthful Don Juan, will soon have penetrated every cell
and chamber, leaving a trail of trickling layers and streaming measures: virginity, uncomplainingly renewing itself.

      
      Child riding a merry-go-round – The board with the willing animals circles snugly above the ground. It is of the height best
suited to dreams of flying. Music begins, and jerkily the child rolls away from its mother. It is afraid, at first, of leaving
its mother. But then it realizes it is being true to itself. It sits enthroned, loyal ruler of a world that belongs to it. Off along tangents, trees and natives form guards of honour. There,
in an Orient, comes mother again. Then a treetop emerges from the jungle, such as the child saw thousands of years before,
such as it has seen only now in the merry-go-round. Its animal is its loving subject: like some mute Arion the child rides
along on its mute fish, it seduces a wooden Zeus-bull as flawless Europa. The eternal recurrence of all things has long had
all children nodding sagely, life has long been an age-old pipe dream of dominance with the orchestrion roaring away in the
centre as the jewel in the crown. If the music slows the surroundings start to stutter and the trees begin remembering their
place. The merry-go-round becomes an unsafe place to be. And mother comes into plain view, the many-times rammed stake round
which the child coming in to land winds the rope of its staring.

      
      Untidy child – Each stone it finds, each flower it picks, and each butterfly it catches is already the start of a collection;
in fact, every single thing it owns constitutes, for the child, one big collection. In the child, this passion shows its true
face, that stern Red Indian face that in antiquarians, explorers, book fiends shines on only in a blurred, manic fashion.
Hardly has the child entered life before it is a hunter. It hunts the spirits it senses haunt things. Between spirits and
things, years pass in which its field of view is empty of people. For the child, things happen as in dreams: it knows nothing
permanent. Everything, it thinks, is done to it, affects it, happens to it. Its nomad years are hours spent in the dream forest.
There it drags its booty home, cleans that booty, ties it up, takes its spell away. The child’s chest of drawers must serve
as armoury and zoo, crime museum and crypt. ‘Tidying up’ would mean destroying an edifice full of prickly chestnuts that are
spiked maces, bits of tinfoil that are a hoard of silver, building bricks that are coffins, cacti that are totem poles, and copper coins that are shields. In mother’s
linen cupboard, in father’s library, the child has long helped, but on its own patch it is still the restless, valiant guest.

      
      Hidden child – It already knows all the hiding places in the flat and revisits them as one might return home, sure of finding
everything as it used to be. The child’s heart pounds, it holds its breath. Here the material, tangible world enfolds it.
That world becomes terribly clear to the child, wordlessly close. It is how a man being hanged really takes in what rope and
wood are. The child standing behind the curtain itself becomes something swaying, something white, a ghost. Crouching under
the dining-room table turns the child into the wooden temple idol, with the carved legs forming the four columns. And behind
a door it is a door itself; wearing the door as a heavy mask it will cast, as a wizard, a spell on anyone entering unawares.
At all costs it must never be found. If it pulls faces, it will be told that the wind need only change and it will have to
stay like that. There is something in this, and the child in its hiding place knows there is. Anyone discovering the child
has the power to freeze it as the idol under the table, weave it for ever into the curtain as ghost, spellbind it into the
heavy door for life. That is why, to avoid being found, it causes the demon that has thus transformed it to leave its body
with a loud cry if the searcher grasps it – in fact, rather than wait for that moment, the child will anticipate discovery
with a yell of self-liberation. That is why it never tires of battling the demon. The flat is then the arsenal of such masks.
Once a year, however, in secret hiding places, in its empty eye sockets, its unyielding mouth, there are presents. Magical
experience becomes science. The child, now an engineer, demystifies the dark parental home, hunting for Easter eggs.

      
      
      
      
      
      ANTIQUES

      
      
      Medallion – With everything that is justly termed beautiful, its appearing seems paradoxical.

      
      Prayer wheel – Only the imagined picture feeds the will, bringing it to life. Mere words, on the other hand, may at most set
will alight, then leave it smouldering. No perfect will without detailed pictorial imagination. No imagination without innervation.
Now, the most sensitive regulation of innervation is breath. The sound of formulae is a canon of that breathing. Hence the
practice of meditative yoga of breathing across the sacred syllables. Hence its omnipotence.

      
      The antique spoon – One thing is the preserve of the greatest epic poets: being able to feed their heroes.

      
      Old map – In a love, most people seek an eternal home. Others – very few, though – eternal voyaging. The latter are melancholics,
who as such must shun contact with their native soil. The person who kept the melancholy of home away from them is the one
they seek. That is the one they will stay loyal to. Medieval complexions books know about how this type yearns for distant
travel.

      
      Fan – One will have had the following experience: loving a person – indeed, simply being intensely preoccupied with a person
– one finds them portrayed in virtually every book. In fact, that person will figure both as player and as opponent. In stories,
novels, and novellas he or she will crop up in ever-fresh guises. It follows that the faculty of imagination lies in its gift
of interpolating in the infinitely small, of inventing for each intensity, as extension thereof, its new, compressed fullness
– in short, taking each picture as if it were that of a folded fan, which only when outspread draws breath and, using its
new wideness as a screen, projects the loved one’s features held within.

      
      Relief – One is together with the woman one loves, in conversation with her. Then, weeks or months later, separated from her,
one is reminded of what the conversation had been about. And now, exposed, the subject lies there banal, glaring, lacking
in depth, and one realizes: only she, by lovingly bending deep over it, shaded and shielded it from us, so that like a relief
the thought lived on in all its folds and wrinkles. Alone, as now, we find it lying flat, offering no consolation, no light
and shade in the glare of that realization.

      
      Torso – Only someone who could look on his past as the ghastly spawn of duress and difficulty would be capable of giving it,
in his own eyes, supreme value in every present moment. Because what a person has lived can at best be likened to the fine
figure that as a result of being shipped, has had all its limbs knocked off and now presents nothing but the precious block
from which he must carve the image of his future.

      
      
      
      
      CLOCKS AND GOLD ARTICLES

      
      
      Anyone seeing the sun come up in front of him while awake, dressed – out walking, say – will retain throughout the day above
all else a sense of the sovereignty of an invisibly crowned king, and anyone having the day break over him at work will feel,
around noon, as if he had crowned himself.

      
      As a life-clock ticking away the seconds like mad, the characters in a novel have, hanging over them, the page number. What
reader has never once fleetingly, anxiously, glanced up at it?

      
      In one of my dreams I, a fresh-faced junior lecturer, am walking with [Gustav] Roethe, talking shop, through the spacious
rooms of a museum of which he is the director. While he is off in a side room, discussing something with an employee, I step
up to a glass case. In it, among other no doubt minor items scattered about, stands a metallic or enamelled, dully reflective,
almost life-sized bust of a woman, not unlike what they call the Leonardo Flora in the Berlin Museum. The mouth of this gold
head is open, and spread over the teeth of the lower jaw at well-judged intervals, partly hanging out of the mouth, are various
pieces of jewellery. There is no doubt in my mind that this is a clock.

      
      (Dream subjects: blush of shame [Röte, which sounds like Roethe]; ‘Morgenstunde hat Gold in Munde’;9 ‘La tête, avec l’amas de sa crinière sombre / Et de ses bijoux précieux, / Sur la table de nuit, comme une renoncle, / Repose’.10 Baudelaire.)

      
      
      
      
      ARC LAMP

      
      
      Only someone who hopelessly loves a person knows that person.

      
      
      
      
      LOGGIA

      
      
      Geranium – Two people who love each other cling above all to their names.

      
      Carthusian pink – To the lover, the person loved always seems lonely.

      
      Asphodel – When someone is loved, the abyss of sex closes up behind them as does that of family.

      
      Cactus flower – One who truly loves is delighted when, in a quarrel, the loved person is in the wrong.

      
      Forget-me-not – Memory always sees the loved one in miniature.

      
      Foliage plant – If there is an obstacle to coming together, the fantasy of a perfectly contented togetherness in old age is
instantly on the spot.

      
      
      
      
      LOST-PROPERTY OFFICE

      
      
      Lost items – The thing that makes the very first sight of a village or town in the landscape so incomparable and so irretrievable
is that in it remoteness reverberates in its closest association with proximity. Habit has not yet done its work. As we start
to find our bearings, all of a sudden the landscape vanishes like the façade of a house as we cross the threshold. The façade
has yet to achieve dominance as a result of repeated, ultimately habitual exploration. Once we have begun to feel right in
a place, the original image can never be reconstituted.

      
      Found items – The blue distance that cedes to no nearness and does not, on the other hand, dissolve as one draws closer, that
rather than lying there pompously and verbosely as one approaches only builds itself up the more impenetrably, the more threateningly before one, is the painted distance of the backcloth. It is what gives stage sets their incomparable character.

      
      
      
      
      PARKING FOR MAX. 3 HACKNEY CARRIAGES

      
      
      I stood at a stop for ten minutes, waiting for an omnibus. ‘L’Intran11… Paris-Soir… La Liberté,’ called a newspaper vendor incessantly behind me, her tone never varying. ‘L’Intran… Paris-Soir… La Liberté’ – a prison cell with a triangular ground plan. I could see before me how empty it looked in the corners.

      
      In a dream I saw ‘a house of ill-repute’. ‘A hotel in which an animal leads a spoiled existence. Nearly everyone drinks nothing
but spoiled animal water.’ These were the words I dreamed in,12 and I instantly woke with a start. Overtired, I had flung myself, fully dressed, on to the bed in the brightly lit room and
promptly fallen asleep for a few seconds.

      
      In cheap apartment blocks there is a type of music of such desperately sad exuberance that one is loath to believe it is for
the person playing it: it is music for the furnished rooms in which people sit with their thoughts of a Sunday, thoughts that
soon become garnished with those notes like a bowl of overripe fruit with limp leaves.

      
      
      
      
      WAR MEMORIAL13

      
      
      Karl Kraus – Nothing more dismal than his disciples, nothing more godforsaken than his opponents. No name that would more
fittingly be honoured by silence. In an antiquated suit of armour, grinning with fury, a Chinese idol brandishing drawn swords in both hands, he dances the war dance in front of the
burial vault of the German language. He – ‘just one of the epigones inhabiting the ancient house of the language’ – has become
the sealer of its crypt. On watch day and night, he stands firm. No post was ever more loyally guarded, nor was there ever
one more lost. Here stands a man who like some Danaid scoops from the sea of tears of the world around him, a man for whom
the boulder intended to bury his enemies slips through his hands as it did for Sisyphus. What was the use of his conversion?
What has his humanity ever achieved? What could have been vainer than his battle with the press? What has he ever known of
the forces forming his real allies? Yet what visionary gifts in the new magicians can compare with the aural perceptions of
this wizard whom a defunct language even instructs which words to use? Whoever conjured up a spirit the way Kraus does in
‘Die Verlassenen’, quite as if ‘Selige Sehnsucht’ had not been written earlier?14 As helplessly as only spirit voices let themselves be heard, the whisper from a chthonic depth of language sets his compass.
Each and every sound is incomparably authentic, but they all of them baffle like spirit speech. Blind like the Manes, the
language calls him to avenge it, bigoted like spirits that know only the voice of the blood, not caring what mischief they
instigate in the realm of the living. He, however, cannot go wrong. Their decrees are unerring. Anyone caught by him is already
doomed: his very name, in this mouth, becomes a sentence. When he opens wide those lips, the colourless flame of wit strikes
forth. And let no traveller on the paths of life run into him. On an archaic field of honour, a giant battlefield of bloody
work, he rages before an abandoned tomb. His burial honours will be immense, the last ever celebrated.

      
      
      
      
      
      FIRE ALARM

      
      
      The idea of the class struggle can be misleading. This is not about a trial of strength to decide the question: who wins,
who loses? Nor is it a wrestling match as a result of which things will go well for the victor but badly for the vanquished.
Thinking like that means romanticizing and therefore hushing up the facts. For whether the bourgeoisie wins the struggle or
loses, it will still be doomed to decline in consequence of the inner contradictions that will prove fatal as it evolves.
The question is only whether it collapses spontaneously or is brought down by the proletariat. The survival or end of three
thousand years of cultural development will be decided by the answer. History knows nothing of an evil never-endingness in
the image of the two fighters slugging it out for ever. The true politician reckons only in terms. And if the abolition of
the bourgeoisie is not achieved by the time an almost predictable moment of economic and technological development has been
reached (inflation and gas-warfare point to it), then all is lost. Before the spark hits the dynamite the burning fuse must
be cut through. For the politician, intervention, risk, and tempo are technical matters – not matters of chivalry.

      
      
      
      
      TRAVEL SOUVENIRS

      
      
      Atrani – The gently ascending, curved baroque stairway leading to the church. The railings behind the church. The old women’s
Ave Maria litanies: starting school again in the reception class of death. One turns round to find the church, like God Himself, fronting
the sea. Regularly each morning the Christian era cracks the cliff open, but between the walls beneath night keeps on falling in the four ancient Roman quarters. Streets like ventilation shafts. In the market place, a fountain. As
evening falls, women gather. Then no one: age-old splashing.

      
      Fleet – The beauty of big sailing ships is unique. Because it is not only in outline that they have remained unchanged for
hundreds of years; they figure in the least changeable of settings: on the sea, set off against the horizon.

      
      Versailles façade – It is as if this chateau had been forgotten where such and such a number of centuries ago it had been
erected, Par Ordre du Roi, for a couple of hours as the setting for an extravaganza. It retains none of its brilliance for
itself, giving it undivided to the royal site it helps to bound. Against this background it becomes the stage on which absolute
monarchy received a tragic interpretation as an allegorical ballet. Today, however, it is simply the wall people stand under
for shade in order to enjoy the vista created by Le Nôtre.

      
      Heidelberg Castle – Ruins with crumbling masonry pointing skyward sometimes look twice as lovely on clear days when one’s
gaze, directed through windows or up at pinnacles, meets clouds scudding by. Destruction reinforces, as a product of the ephemeral
spectacle it reveals in the sky, the eternal quality of such ruins.

      
      Seville Alcazar – An edifice that reflects the architect’s first imagined strokes. Practical considerations have not diminished
it. Only dreams and feast days, their coming true and being kept, are planned in these soaring interiors. In them dancing
and silence are the dominant theme, for all human movement is absorbed by the soundless tumult of the decor.

      
      Marseille Cathedral – In the emptiest, sunniest square stands the cathedral. Here all is deserted, despite the fact that to
the south, at its feet, lies the harbour, La Joliette, while on the north side a working-class district crams close. A trans-shipment
centre for intangible, unfathomable commodities, the grim building stands between mole and warehouse. For forty years they
worked on it. Yet by 1893, when all was finished, place and time had successfully conspired against architects and builders
to turn this monument, financed by the wealth of the clergy, into one giant railway station such as could never be opened
to traffic. The façade reveals the waiting rooms inside, where first-to fourth-class travellers (except that they are all
equal before God), squeezed as among suitcases in their spiritual possessions, sit and read in hymn books that with their
concordances and connections look very like international timetables. Excerpts from the rail-traffic regulations hang on the
walls as pastoral letters, fares for indulgences on special excursions in Satan’s luxury train are consulted, and little cubicles
where the long-distance traveller can have a discreet wash are available in the form of confessionals. This is the Marseille
religious station. Sleeping-car trains to eternity are made up here at mass time.

      
      Freiburg Minster – A town’s most specific feeling of homeliness is associated, so far as its inhabitants are concerned – even,
it may be, for travellers too, as they recall staying there – with the sound and the gaps between strokes of its tower clocks.

      
      Moscow St Basil’s Cathedral – What the Byzantine Madonna has on her arm is simply a life-size wooden doll. Her expression
of grief before a Christ whose infant being is merely hinted at, merely represented, is more intense than she could ever display
with a true-to-life image of a boy.

      
      Boscotrecase – The elegance of pine woods: their roof shows no joins.

      
      Naples Museo Nationale – Classical statues, in smiling, endow the spectator with their awareness of their own bodies, as a
child will offer us fresh-picked flowers not arranged in a bunch but loose, while a later art purses expressions more sternly,
as the adult will bind a permanent bouquet with tightly constricting grasses.

      
      Florence Baptistry – On the portal, Hope by Andrea Pisano. She sits there, helplessly stretching out her arms for a piece of fruit beyond her reach. Yet she has wings.
Nothing is more true.

      
      Sky – I dreamed I stepped outside a house and saw the night sky. It radiated a wild gleam. The reason: the air was clear,
and the images we make by linking stars together stood out, perceptibly present. A lion, a virgin, a balance, and many others
formed dense clumps of stars, staring down at planet earth. There was no moon in sight.

      
      
      
      
      OPTICIAN

      
      
      In summer the fat people stand out, in winter the thin ones.

      
      In spring, when the weather is sunny and bright, one takes in the fresh foliage, in cold rain the as yet foliage-free branches.

      
      How an evening with guests has gone, whoever’s left can see at a glance from the positions of plates, cups, glasses, and dishes.

      
      Rule one of courtship: increase yourself sevenfold; have seven of you surround the one you want.

      
      In the eyes are the lees of the person.

      
      
      
      
      TOYS

      
      
      Modelling picture sheets – Stalls like big, rocking barges have put in down both sides of the stone-built harbour mole along
which people shove their way. There are yachts with towering masts from which pennants dangle, steamships with smoke rising
from their funnels, freight barges that keep their cargoes stowed for ever. Among them are ships into whose bellies people
disappear; only men are allowed below, although visible through portholes are women’s arms, veils, and peacock feathers. Elsewhere
strangers stand on hatch covers and seem to be trying to frighten folk off with eccentric music. But how indifferently this
is received. People climb hesitantly with a broad, swaying gait as if ascending companionways and, once at the top, stand
there, expecting the whole thing to peel away from the shore. Then, in a silent daze, they reappear, on red scales where coloured
ethanol rises and falls they have seen their own marriage bloom and fade; the yellow man, who at the bottom was starting to
flirt, when he came to the top of this scale left the blue woman. They glimpsed in the mirror how the floor beneath their
feet became watery and floated away, and via moving staircases they stumbled into the open. The fleet sets the district on
edge: its women and girls are got up boldly, and everything edible has been brought aboard in the Land of Cockaigne itself.
One is so completely cut off by the ocean that everything is met with here for both the first and last time. Sea lions, dwarves,
and dogs are preserved here as if in an ark. Even the railway has once and for all been brought in here and circulates over and over again through a tunnel. For a few days the
district has become the port of a South Sea island and the inhabitants savages expiring in desire and astonishment before
what Europe casts at their feet.

      
      Rifle range – Landscapes of shooting booths need describing as a body. Confronting one was a whole winter wilderness with
white clay pipe heads, the targets, gathered in fans, sticking up all over the place. At the back, against a plain strip of
forest, two hunters had been painted; right up front, like stage flats, two sirens with saucy breasts, done in oils. Elsewhere
pipes bristle in the hair of women, few of whom are shown in skirts, most are wearing tights. Or they emerge from behind fans
that they hold outspread. Moving pipes revolve slowly in the background of these ‘Tirs aux Pigeons’. Other booths show theatre
in which the viewer directs the action with his gun. If he hits the black, the performance begins. One had thirty-six little
boxes, and written [in French] above the proscenium arch of each was what could be seen inside: ‘Jeanne d’Arc en prison’,
‘L’hospitalité’, ‘Les rues de Paris’. Another said: ‘Exécution capitale’. In front of the closed door are a guillotine, a
black-robed judge, and a priest holding a cross. If the shot is good the door opens, a wooden board slides out with the criminal
standing between two ruffians. Automatically, he lies down beneath the blade, and his head is chopped off. Ditto: ‘Les délices
du mariage’. A miserable interior is revealed. There is the father in the middle of the room, holding one child on his knee
and using his free hand to rock a cradle with another child in it. ‘L’enfer’ [‘Hell’] – its doors part to disclose a devil
tormenting a wretched soul. Beside him another thrusts a cleric over to the cauldron in which damned souls must stew. ‘Le
bagne’ [‘Hard labour’] – a door with a gaoler standing guard. A bull’s-eye causes him to tug on a bell. It rings and the door opens to show two lags doing something to a large wheel; they are meant to be turning
it. Another tableau: a fiddler with his dancing bear. Here a good shot makes the bow move. The bear bangs the drum with one
front paw and lifts one leg. One is reminded of the fairy tale of the Brave Little Tailor. Sleeping Beauty, too, could be
roused by a shot, Snow White rescued from the apple through a shot, Red Riding Hood think herself saved as a result of a shot.
A hit, like a magic wand, brings a healing force into the lives of these dolls that, by beheading the monsters, reveals them
as princesses. It is the same with that big door with no writing above it: a hit here makes the door open on a Moor standing
in front of a red velvet curtain. The Moor seems to be leaning forward slightly. He proffers a golden salver, on which lie
three apples. The first opens, it contains a tiny person, bowing low. In the second, two equally tiny dolls pirouette. (The
third did not open.) Underneath, in front of the table supporting the other pieces of scenery, is a little wooden horseman
bearing the label ‘Route minée’ [‘Subsidence’]. Hit the black, and there will be a bang, and rider and horse will go head
over heels – although he, of course, will still be mounted.

      
      Stereoscope – Riga. The daily market, the crowded city of low wooden huts stretches along the mole, a broad, dirty stone harbour
wall without warehouses running beside the waters of the Daugava. Little steamboats, whose chimneys often scarcely overtop
the quayside, have put in at this blackish dwarf city. (The bigger ships lie downriver.) Filthy planks form the mudcoloured
ground against which, glowing in the cold air, a few colours fade away. On some street corners, all year round, alongside
stalls selling fish, meat, boots, and clothing, stand petit-bourgeois women selling the brightly coloured paper rods that,
as one goes west, appear only at Christmas. They are like being scolded by the voices one loves best, those rods. For a few coins, multicoloured canes to castigate wrongdoers. At the
end of the mole, a mere thirty paces from the water’s edge, is the apple market: wooden chests, heaps of red-white fruit.
Apples for sale lie wrapped in straw; apples already sold lie strawless in housewives’ baskets. A dark red church rises behind,
barely distinguishable in the keen November air against the cheeks of the apples.

      
      Several ship’s chandlers in tiny premises near by. Ropes painted on them. Everywhere the eye sees commodities painted on signs
or daubed on shopfronts. One business in the city has larger-than-life-sized suitcases and leather straps on an unrendered
brick wall. A squat corner building containing a shop for corsets and ladies’ hats has made-up women’s faces and tight-laced
bodices painted on a yellow-ochre ground. Away from the building, on the corner itself, stands a street lamp with similar
representations on its panes of glass. The whole thing resembles the façade of some fantasy brothel. Another building, also
quite near the harbour, has sacks of sugar and lumps of coal in grey and black relief on a grey wall. Elsewhere, shoes rain
down from cornucopias. Ironmongery is depicted in great detail (hammers, cogwheels, pincers, tiny screws) on a shop sign in
what looks like a pattern from an old-fashioned children’s paintbook. The city has many such pictures: on display as if taken
from drawers. Among them, however, many tall, fortress-like, unutterably sad buildings stand out to remind one of all the
horrors of Tsarism.

      
      Not for sale – The mechanical cabinet at Lucca’s annual fair. The exhibition is held in an extended tent, symmetrically divided.
Several steps lead up to it. The sign shows a table with a number of motionless dolls. Visitors enter the tent through the
right-hand opening, leave it by the left. In the bright interior, two tables stretch into the distance. Their inside edges abut, leaving only a narrow space for circulating. Both tables are
low and glass-covered. On them stand the dolls (twenty to twenty-five centimetres high, on average), while under them, out
of sight, the clockwork mechanism driving each doll ticks audibly. A little step for children runs along the edges of the
tables. Around the walls are distorting mirrors.

      
      Nearest the entrance are royalty. Each one is making some kind of movement: one with its left or right arm outspread in a
sweeping gesture of invitation, others with a swivelling of their glass eyes; some move eyes and arm simultaneously. Franz
Joseph, Pius X, enthroned and flanked by two cardinals, Queen Elena of Italy, the Sultana, Wilhelm I on horseback, little
Napoleon III and the even smaller Victor Emmanuel as crown prince are all to be seen there. Biblical figures follow, then
the Passion. Herod, making a great variety of head movements, orders the Massacre of the Innocents. He opens his mouth wide,
nods in confirmation, extends an arm and lets it fall. Two guards stand before him; one slashing at empty air with his sword,
a headless child under his arm, while the other, about to stab, stands motionless – except that his eyes are rolling. And
here are two mothers, one shaking her head incessantly, like a melancholic, the other slowly, beseechingly, raising her arms.

      
      The Crucifixion. The cross laid on the ground. Executioners driving the nails in. Christ nods.

      
      Christ hanging from the cross, wetted with the vinegar-soaked sponge that a soldier slowly, jerkily, raises to the dying man’s
lips and promptly snatches away. Meanwhile the Saviour, almost imperceptibly, lifts his chin. From behind, an angel leans
over the cross with a chalice to receive the blood, presents it, then, as if it were now full, withdraws it.

      
      The other table shows genre-type scenes. Gargantua eating dumplings; from a dish set before him he shovels them into his mouth with both hands, raising his left and right arms alternately. Both hands hold forks with dumplings speared on them.

      
      An Alpine lass at her spinning wheel.

      
      A brace of chimps playing violins.

      
      A magician, facing two barrel-like containers. The one on the right opens and out pops the upper body of a woman. She sinks
back. The one on the left opens and a male torso rises up. The right-hand container opens again, and now what comes up is
a goat’s head with the woman’s face between the horns. On the left another figure emerges, but this time a monkey instead
of a man. Then the show begins all over again.

      
      Another magician standing behind a table, each hand on an upside-down tumbler. Under the tumblers, as he raises them one by
one, are by turns a bun, an apple, a flower, or a single die.

      
      The magic well. A peasant lad stands beside a well, shaking his head. A girl is drawing water, and the continuous thick stream
of glass comes pouring from the well-head.

      
      The spellbound lovers. A golden thicket or golden flame splits into two wings that open. Visible inside are two dolls, turning
their heads towards each other, then away, as if such mutual admiration threw them into a state of fazed astonishment.

      
      All the figures have, below them, a small piece of paper with the inscription. The whole collection dates from 1862.

      
      
      
      
      OUTPATIENT CLINIC

      
      
      The author lays the thought on the marble-topped café table. Prolonged inspection: he uses this time, you see, because the
glass (the lens through which he eyes the patient) has yet to be placed in front of him. Then he slowly unpacks his instruments:
fountain pen, pencil, and pipe. The crowd of patrons, disposed in curved rows, are his clinical audience. Coffee, carefully
poured and as carefully drunk, puts the thought under chloroform. Now what it ponders has no more to do with the matter in
hand than the anaesthetized subject’s dream concerns the operation. An incision is made in the scrupulous lineaments of the
handwriting, the surgeon, moving inside, shifts points of emphasis, burns off growths of verbiage, and inserts, as a silver
rib, a word borrowed from a foreign language. Finally, punctuation sews the whole thing up for him with fine stitches and
he pays the waiter, his assistant, in cash.

      
      
      
      
      THESE SPACES TO RENT

      
      
      Fools, who bewail the decline of criticism. The fact is, its time expired long ago. Criticism is a question of correct distance.
Criticism is at home in a world where perspectives and prospects matter, where it was still possible to adopt a stance. Things
have now begun to chivvy human society much too urgently. ‘Impartiality’ and the ‘open outlook’ have become lies if not the
wholly naive expression of straight non-competence. The name of the most intrinsic quality today, the mercantile look penetrating
to the heart of things, is advertising. Advertising eliminates the free leeway of consideration, bringing things dangerously
close, right in our face, the way a car, in the cinema, hugely increasing in size on the screen, comes quivering towards us.
And as the cinema presents us with pieces of furniture and façades not in the fully formed, rounded figures of a critical
consideration, only in their stolid, abrupt, sensational proximity, so will proper advertising speed things up to a tempo
corresponding to that of a good film. With that, ‘objective reality’ is eventually left behind, and faced with huge illustrations
on the sides of houses, where ‘Chlorodont’ and ‘Sleipnir’15 lie within easy reach of giants, recovered sentimentality is set free, American-style, much as people whom nothing moves any more, nothing touches, learn in the cinema how to cry again. For the
man in the street, however, it is money that brings things closer in this way, establishing convincing contact with them.
And the paid reviewer, handling pictures in the dealer’s art salon, knows if not something better at least something more
important about them than the art lover seeing them in the window. The warmth of the subject comes across to him and renders
him sensitive.

      
      What is it, ultimately, that makes advertising so superior to criticism? Not what the red electric text up on the moving screen
says – the pool of fire that mirrors it on the asphalt.

      
      
      
      
      OFFICE EQUIPMENT

      
      
      The boss’s office bristles with weaponry. What captivates the visitor as comfort is in reality an arms cache. A phone on the
desk is always going off. It interrupts at the crucial moment, giving one’s opposite number time to compose a reply. Meanwhile
scraps of the conversation show how many matters are dealt with here that are more important than the one currently under
discussion. One tells oneself that, and one slowly begins to retreat from one’s own standpoint. One starts wondering who is
being talked about here, realizes with alarm that one’s interlocutor leaves for Brazil in the morning, and immediately feels
such solidarity with the firm that the migraine complained of over the phone is deemed a regrettable business malfunction
(rather than an opportunity). Summoned or not, the secretary comes in. She is very pretty. And if her employer is either immune
to her charms or, as an admirer, reached an accommodation with her some time back, the newcomer will more than once follow
her with his eyes, and she knows, thanks to her boss, how to behave. His staff move about, placing on the table card files in which the guest knows himself to be entered in a wide variety of connections. He
begins to feel weary. The other man, however, with the light behind him, registers this with satisfaction from the features
of the blindingly lit face. The chair, too, has its effect; the person sitting in it leans as far back as at the dentist,
and ultimately, when all’s said and done, accepts the painful procedure as if it were the ordinary course of affairs. This
treatment, too, is followed sooner or later by a liquidation.

      
      
      
      
      INDIVIDUALLY PACKAGED GOODS: CARRIAGE AND PACKING

      
      
      Early one morning I drove through Marseille to the station, and as on the way I was struck by familiar places, or by new,
unfamiliar places or by others I could not recall in any detail, the city became a book in my hands in which I was casting
a couple of quick glances before it went into the box in the attic, disappearing from my sight for who knows how long.

      
      
      
      
      CLOSED FOR ALTERATIONS

      
      
      I dreamed I took my life with a gun. When the shot rang out I did not wake up but for a while saw myself lying there as a
corpse. Only then did I waken.

      
      
      
      
      ‘AUGEAS’ AUTOMATIC RESTAURANT

      
      
      This is the most powerful objection to the way the confirmed bachelor lives: he takes his meals alone. Eating alone soon makes
a man tough and rough. Anyone used to it has to lead a Spartan existence if he wants to avoid going to pieces. Hermits, if
only for that reason, had frugal eating habits. The fact is, only when done communally does eating come into its own; it needs
to share and be shared if it is to work. No matter with whom: in the past, each mealtime was enriched by inviting a beggar
in. It is all about sharing and giving, not at all about sociable table talk. Astonishingly, though, good company will turn
critical when not fed. Food and drink are great levellers, they bind people together. Count Saint-Germain, faced with a full
table, never over-indulged, and if only for that reason controlled the conversation. But if everyone goes away hungry, rivalries
arise, breeding contention.

      
      
      
      
      STAMP DEALER

      
      
      To anyone looking through piles of old letters, often a long-out-of-date stamp on a crumpled envelope will say more than dozens
of perused pages. Sometimes one finds them on picture postcards and does not know what to do – soak the stamp off or keep
the card as it is, like a page by an Old Master with two different drawings, both valuable, on recto and verso. One also,
in glass cases in cafés, comes across letters that have a past and now find themselves pilloried in the sight of all eyes.
Or have they been deported and must spend years languishing in this case, a glass-topped Salas y Gómez?16 Letters that stayed unopened for a long time have a brutal look about them; robbed of their inheritance, they silently, maliciously,
plot revenge for long, long days of suffering. Many of them end up as the entires that one sees, covered in postmarks, in
stamp-dealers’ windows.

      
      Everyone knows there are collectors who specialize only in franked stamps, and it is almost as if people wanted to believe
that they are the only ones to have penetrated the secret. They keep to the occult area of philately: postmarks. For the postmark
is the stamp’s nocturnal side. There are solemn ones that place a halo around Queen Victoria’s head, and prophetic ones that
set a martyr’s crown on Humbert. But no sadistic fantasy comes close to the sinister procedure that covers faces with weals
and rips through the soil of whole continents like an earthquake. And the perverse delight in the way this violated body of
the stamp contrasts with its white, lace-trimmed chiffon dress: the perforation. Anyone studying postmarks will need, as detective,
to possess codes for the remotest of post offices, as archaeologist the art of identifying the torsos of the most foreign
place-names, as cabbalist the inventory of dates covering a whole century.

      
      Postage stamps are a mass of little digits, tiny letters, marks, and spots. They constitute graphic scraps of cell tissue.
Everything seethes and teems and, like the lower animals, lives on even when shredded in pieces. That is why fragments of
postage stamps, glued together, make such effective pictures. On them, however, life always carries a whiff of corruption
as a sign that it is made up of dead matter. Their portraits and obscene groupings are littered with remains and heaps of
wormcasts.

      
      Is there perhaps a glimpse, breaking through in the colour sequences of long sets, of the light of some strange sun? Do the
offices of the Postmasters General of the Papal States or Ecuador receive rays we know nothing of ? And why are we not shown
the stamps of the better planets? The thousand shades of flaming red in circulation on Venus, the four large Martian greys,
the priceless stamps traded on Saturn?

      
      Countries and oceans are merely, on stamps, the provinces, kings merely the mercenaries of the numerals that, at their pleasure,
imbue them with colour. Stamp albums are magical reference books recording the numbers of monarchs and palaces, animals, allegories,
and states. The postal service rests on their harmony, as the movements of the planets depend on the harmonies of heavenly
numbers.

      
      Old low-denomination stamps with nothing but one or two large numerals in the oval.17 They look like those early photos in black-painted frames from which relatives we never knew gaze down at us: elderly great-aunts
or other ancestors. Even Thurn and Taxis18 have large numerals on their stamps, staring out at one like bewitched taximeter numbers. It would come as no surprise if
one evening the light of a candle shone through behind them. But then there are small stamps with no perforation and nothing
to indicate currency or country. All they have, at the centre of a dense spider’s web, is a number. They may be fate’s real
lottery tickets.

      
      Printed characters on Turkish one-piastre stamps resemble crooked, overly stylish, overly flashy tiepins – say, on the tie
of a crafty-looking, only semi-Europeanized Constantinople merchant. They call to mind those postal parvenus, those large,
poorly perforated, garish formats from Nicaragua or Colombia, all dolled up like banknotes.

      
      Excess-charge stamps are the spirits among postage stamps. They are always the same. Changes of monarch and form of government
pass them by like ghosts, leaving no trace.

      
      The child espies distant Liberia through the wrong end of an opera glass: there it lies, beyond its strip of sea, with its
palms, just as stamps show it. With Vasco da Gama the child sails round a triangle whose three sides are equal, like hope, and whose
colours change with the weather. Travel brochure of the Cape of Good Hope. If it sees the swan on Australian stamps, then
on the blue, green, and brown denominations too it is the black swan, which occurs only in Australia and which here goes gliding
over the surface of a pond as over the calmest ocean.

      
      Stamps are the visiting cards that the major countries leave in the nursery.

      
      Gulliver-like, the child visits the land and people of each stamp. The geography and history of the Lilliputians, the whole
store of knowledge of the little people with all its numbers and names is fed to the child in sleep. The child takes part
in their transactions, attends their crimson-robed national assemblies, watches the launching of their tiny ships, and in
the company of their crowned heads, who sit enthroned behind gates, celebrates jubilees.

      
      Notoriously, there is a postage-stamp language that is to the language of flowers as Morse code to the written alphabet. But
how long will this floral abundance survive between telegraph poles? The big art stamps of the post-war years, with their
wealth of colour – are they not already the autumnal asters and dahlias of this flora? Stephan, a German, and not by chance
a contemporary of Jean Paul, sowed this seed in the summery mid-nineteenth century. It will not survive the twentieth.19

      
      
      
      
      SI PARLA ITALIANO

      
      
      One night, in some pain, I was sitting on a bench. Two girls sat down on a second bench opposite. Apparently wishing to talk
privately, they started whispering. No one else was in the vicinity – apart from myself, and I should not have understood
their Italian, however loudly spoken. The fact remains, given this unmotivated whispering in a language inaccessible to me,
I could not help feeling that a cool bandage had been laid on the place that hurt.

      
      
      
      
      TECHNICAL FIRST AID

      
      
      There is nothing more wretched than a truth expressed as it had been thought. In such a case, its being written down is not
even a poor photograph. In fact, truth (like a child, like a woman who does not love us) refuses, when confronted with the
lens of writing, once we have crouched down under the black cloth, to keep still and smile. Abruptly, as if struck, truth
likes to be roused from self-absorption, startled, whether by a loud noise, whether by music, whether by cries for help. They
are countless, surely, the alarm bells with which the true writer’s inner self is fitted? And ‘writing’ simply means priming
them to go off. Then the sweet odalisque starts up, grabs the first thing that comes to hand in the muddle of her boudoir
(= our skull), throws it around her shoulders, and flees like that, almost unrecognizable, from us to our public. Yet how
fit she must be, how robustly constituted, to be able, like that, jolted, harried, yet victorious and with kindly charm, to
move among them.

      
      
      
      
      HABERDASHERY20

      
      
      Quotations in my work are like bandits on the road that leap out, brandishing weapons, and rob the idler of his certainty.

      
      Killing the criminal may be moral – its justification, never.

      
      The nourisher of all is God and their undernourisher the state.

      
      The expression on the faces of people circulating in picture galleries shows an ill-concealed disappointment that only images
hang there.

      
      
      
      
      TAX ADVICE

      
      
      No doubt of it: there is a secret connection between the measure of commodities and the measure of life – that is to say,
between money and time. The less richly fulfilled is the time of a life, the more fragmented, multiform, and disparate its
moments, while the great era typifies the existence of the superior person. Lichtenberg quite rightly suggests that we should
talk of making time smaller rather than shorter, and he notes: ‘A couple of dozen million minutes make up a life of forty-five
years and a little over.’ Where a currency is in use of which a dozen million units mean nothing, life there will need to
be counted in seconds rather than years if it is to present a respectable total. In which case it will be frittered away like
a sheaf of banknotes: Austria cannot kick the habit of counting in crowns.

      
      Money belongs together with rain. The weather itself is an indicator of the condition of this world. Happiness is cloudless;
it knows no weather. Furthermore, the future holds a cloudless realm of perfect commodities where no money falls.

      
      A descriptive analysis of banknotes needs to be made. A book whose boundless satirical power would be equalled only by the
power of its objectivity. The fact is, nowhere more than on such vouchers does capitalism naively come across in all its deadly earnest. The young innocents at play among numbers here, the
goddess figures holding tablets of the law, the elderly heroes sheathing their swords in the face of currency units – the
whole thing is a world apart: the façade architecture of hell.

      
      Had Lichtenberg found paper money prevalent, the plan of this system would not have escaped him.

      
      
      
      
      LEGAL PROTECTION FOR THE INDIGENT

      
      
      Publisher: – My expectations have been most deeply disappointed. Your stuff leaves the public totally unmoved; it’s not in
the least attractive. Nor have I stinted on presentation; I’ve spent liberally on advertising.

      
      You know how highly I still think of you. But you can scarcely blame me if my conscience as a businessman also baulks at this.
If anyone does, I go out of my way for authors. But I do after all have to look after wife and kids as well. I am not of course
saying I hold you responsible for the losses of recent years. However, this bitter sense of disappointment will not go away.
At the moment, unfortunately, I positively cannot continue to support you.

      
      Author: – But sir! Why did you become a publisher? We’d better have this out immediately. First, though, grant me one thing:
I appear in your records as no. 27. You have published five of my books; in other words, you’ve bet on no. 27 five times.
I’m sorry no. 27 never came up. Actually, you only ever did place a ‘cheval’ bet on me. And that was only because I come just
before your lucky number, 28.

      
      You know yourself why you became a publisher. You could equally well have taken up a good clean profession like your father. Typical youth, though – always living from day to day. Go on indulging your habits. But stop posing as an honest businessman.
And wipe that innocent look off your face if you’ve blown it all; let’s hear no more of your eight-hour day and the nights,
too, when you scarcely sleep. ‘This above all, my child: Be loyal and true!’21 And don’t throw a scene over your numbers. Otherwise you’ll be out on your ear!

      
      
      
      
      NIGHT BELL FOR DOCTOR

      
      
      Sexual fulfilment releases a man from his mystery, which does not consist in sexuality but is, in its fulfilment (and possibly
there alone), not solved but at least severed. Think of it as the chain binding him to life. Woman severs it, freeing man
for death since his life has lost its mystery. By this route he attains rebirth, and as the lover frees him from the mother’s
spell, woman more literally releases him from Mother Earth, the midwife who cuts through the umbilical cord woven from nature’s
mystery.

      
      
      
      
      MADAME ARIANE – SECOND COURT LEFT

      
      
      A person consulting wise women about the future unwittingly reveals an inner knowledge of what is to come that is a thousand
times more accurate than all the things he will be told there. Such a person is guided more by lethargy than by curiosity,
and nothing less resembles the resigned apathy with which he attends the disclosure of his fate than the swift, risky movement
with which the bold man casts the future. For presence of mind constitutes its essence; noting precisely what happens in the
blink of an eye is more crucial than knowing the most remote eventualities in advance. The fact is, omens, signs, and portents pass through our organisms day and night like wave impulses. Do they indicate, or do they serve – that is the question.
The two things are incompatible. Cowardice and apathy say one thing, sobriety and freedom the other. Because before such a
prophecy or warning becomes something communicable, in word or in image, the best of its strength is already gone, the strength
with which it hits us dead centre and compels us, almost before we know it, to act accordingly. If we miss it, then (and only
then) it appears in plain text. We read it. But too late. Hence, when fire unexpectedly breaks out or news of a death arrives
out of the blue, that guilty feeling in the first moment of dumb alarm, that formless reproach: did you not, deep down, know
that already? When you last spoke of the dead person, hadn’t the name rung differently in your mouth? Isn’t the memory of
last night’s flames sending you a message you only now understand? And if an object you were fond of went missing, had there
not (hours, even days beforehand) been a whiff about it, whether of scorn or mourning, that gave the game away? Like ultraviolet
radiation memory shows all of us, in the Book of Life, writing that invisibly, prophetically, accompanies the text as a gloss.
But not with impunity do we switch intentions, hand over unlived life to cards, spirits, stars – that then, on the instant,
mis-live it, mis-use it, handing it back to us soiled; not with impunity do we cheat the body of its power to compete on its
own terms with fate and emerge victorious. The present moment is the Caudian yoke beneath which destiny bows to it.22 Transforming the threat of the Future into the fulfilment of the Now (the only desirable telepathic miracle) is the work
of actual, physical presence of mind. Primitive times, when such behaviour formed part of man’s daily routine, gave man in
the naked body his most reliable instrument of divination. The Ancient World still knew the proper procedure, and Scipio,
when he trips and falls as he treads Carthaginian soil, throws his arms wide and claims victory with the words: ‘Teneo te, Terra Africana!’ [‘I have you, Land of Africa!’]. What might have been
a fearful omen, an image of bad luck, he links in his person to the instant, making himself the factotum of his body. Which
is precisely how the ancient ascetic exercises of fasting, chastity, and vigil have always celebrated their greatest triumphs.
Each morning, day lies like a clean shirt on our bed; this incomparably fine, incomparably close-woven fabric of pure prophecy
fits us like a second skin. How the next twenty-four hours will turn out for us depends on our deciding, as we wake, to grasp
it.

      
      
      
      
      FANCY-DRESS WARDROBE

      
      
      Someone bringing news of a death sees himself as very important. The way he feels makes him (even in the face of all reason)
a messenger from the realm of the dead. The fact is, the community of all the dead is so vast that even a person simply reporting
a death is aware of it. Ad plures ire [‘Going to the many’] means, to Latin speakers, dying.

      
      At Bellinzona I noticed three priests in the station waiting room. They sat on a bench opposite, but at an angle from where
I was seated myself. Absorbed, I watched the movements of the one sitting in the middle, whom a red skullcap marked out from
his brethren. As he spoke to them, he held his hands folded in his lap, only occasionally (and very slightly) lifting and
gesturing with one or other of them. I thought: the right hand must always know what the left hand is doing.

      
      Who has not had the experience of emerging from the Underground into the open air and being struck, back up top, by stepping
into full sunlight. Yet only minutes ago, as he descended, the sun was shining just as brightly. How quickly he has forgotten the weather in the world above! That is how quickly the
world above will itself forget him. For who can say more of his existence than that for two, maybe three others he moved through
their lives with the same tenderness and immediacy as the weather?

      
      Over and over again, in Shakespeare, in Calderón, battles fill the last act and kings, princes, lords, and attendants ‘enter
in flight’. The moment when they become visible to the audience stops them in their tracks. The stage calls a halt to the
flight of the dramatis personae. Entering the sight of non-combatants and true superiors allows the victims to draw breath as fresh air takes them in its
embrace. That is what gives the stage appearance of these ‘fleeing’ entrances their hidden significance. Implicit in the reading
of this form of words is the expectation of a place, a light (daylight or footlights) in which our own flight through life
might be safe in the presence of watching strangers.

      
      
      
      
      BETTING SHOP

      
      
      Bourgeois life is the government of private matters. The more important a mode of behaviour and the richer in consequences,
the more that life relieves such matters of control. Political affiliation, financial circumstances, religion – all try to
run away and hide, and the family is the crumbling, gloomy house in whose lean-tos and tucked-away corners the meanest instincts
have taken hold. Philistines proclaim the complete privatization of love life. For them, courtship has become a grimly silent
process conducted in total privacy, and such wholly private courtship, stripped of all responsibility, is what is truly new
about ‘flirtation’.23 Whereas prole and peasant have this in common: that, when they are courting, it is not so much the woman as their rivals that they vanquish. However, this means having far more
respect for a woman than in her ‘free state’; it means doing her bidding without consulting her. Feudal and proletarian equate
to shifting the erotic accents into the public sphere. Being seen with a woman on such and such an occasion may signify more
than sleeping with her. In marriage, too, value lies not in any barren ‘harmony’ between the spouses: what comes out as eccentric
consequence of their fights and rivalries is not just offspring but also the spiritual force of marriage.

      
      
      
      
      STAND-UP BEER HALL

      
      
      Sailors seldom come ashore; what they do at sea is a Sunday off compared with work in port, where often loading and unloading
need to proceed around the clock. If then shore leave for a gang amounts to a couple of hours, night will already have fallen.
At best, the cathedral is a huge looming shape on the way to the pub. The beer hall is the key to a city; knowing where German
beer can be had is all the geography and ethnology a man needs. The German seamen’s pub unfurls the nightly city street map:
finding the way from there to the brothel and on to the other pubs is not a problem. Its name has been cropping up in mealtime
banter for days. The fact is, when sailors leave a port behind, one by one the nicknames of pubs and dance halls, beautiful
women and national dishes in the next are hoist like tiny pennants. But whether they will get ashore this time is anyone’s
guess. So as soon as the ship has declared and put in, touts come aboard peddling souvenirs: chains and postcards, oil paintings,
knives, and little marble figures. The city is not visited so much as purchased. In the seaman’s trunk the leather belt from
Hong Kong lies alongside the panorama of Palermo and the photo of a girl from Stettin. That is their true home, right there. The seaman knows nothing of a misty remoteness in which,
for the bourgeois, strange worlds lie. The first thing each city means for him is a spell of work on board followed by German
beer, English shaving-soap, and Dutch tobacco. The international norm of the industry sits in his very bones, palm trees and
icebergs do not fool the seaman. He is ‘fed up’ with proximity, only the most precise nuances speak to him. He can tell countries
apart better by the way they prepare their fish than by their architecture and scenery. So much at home is he in detail that
out on the open sea the routes where his ship passes others (and with a siren blast greets those of his own company) become
noisy thoroughfares where there are rules about giving way. At sea, he inhabits a city where on Marseille’s Cannebière a Port
Said pub can be found across the road from a Hamburg house of pleasure and the Castel del Ovo in Naples sits on Barcelona’s
Plaza Cataluña. With officers, their home town still comes first. But for the ordinary seaman, or the stoker – the people
whose transported labour, down in the hull of the ship, maintains contact with the commodity – ports called at are not even
home any longer but birthplace. And listening to them you realize what mendacity lies in travel.

      
      
      
      
      NO BEGGARS, NO HAWKERS

      
      
      All religions have held the beggar in high esteem. For the beggar is proof that, in the matter of alms-giving (as down-to-earth
and ordinary as it has always been sacred and life-giving), intelligence and fundamentals, consequences and principle are
all miserably inadequate.

      
      We complain about beggars in southern countries while forgetting that their insistence beneath our noses has as much justification as the scholar’s persistent poring over difficult texts. There is no shadow of hesitation, no hint of intention
or second thoughts that they fail to detect on our faces. The telepathy of the coachman, whose cry first alerts us to the
fact that we are not averse to taking a drive, of the skinflint trader who extracts from his heap of junk the only chain or
cameo that might conceivably catch our fancy – these are of the same ilk.

      
      
      
      
      TO THE PLANETARIUM

      
      
      If, as Hillel once did for Jewish doctrine, one had to articulate the teachings of classical antiquity in a nutshell (standing
on one leg, so to speak), the sentence would need to run: ‘They alone will inherit the earth who live from the forces of the
cosmos.’ Nothing so distinguishes ancient from modern man as the former’s submission to a cosmic experience of which the latter
is scarcely aware. The decline of that experience begins with the flowering of astronomy at the start of the modern period.
Kepler, Copernicus, and Tycho Brahe were certainly not driven by scholarly impulses alone. Nevertheless, in the exclusive
stress on an optical link with space to which astronomy very soon led there lies an indication of what must inevitably come.
Classical dealings with the cosmos took a different form: intoxication. Intoxication, of course, is the sole experience in
which we grasp the utterly immediate and the utterly remote, and never the one without the other. That means, however, that
communicating ecstatically with the cosmos is something man can only do communally. Modern man is in danger of mistakenly
dismissing such an experience as trivial, dispensable, and leaving it to the individual – a rush of enthusiasm on fine, starry
nights. No, it needs to be renewed over and over again, then nations and generations will escape it as little as became most dreadfully manifest in the last [1914–18] war, which was an attempt at a new and unprecedented marriage with the
cosmic powers. Human hordes, gases, electrical forces were unleashed in a free-for-all, high-frequency shocks ripped through
the landscape, new stars appeared in the sky, the airy heights and the ocean depths thrummed with propellers, and everywhere
sacrificial shafts were sunk in the earth. This mighty struggle for the cosmos was for the first time fought out on a planetary
scale, very much in the spirit of technology. However, since the ruling class’s greed for profit meant to atone for its intention
thus, technology betrayed mankind and turned the marriage bed into a sea of blood. Control of nature, the imperialists teach
us, is the purpose of all technology. But who would ever trust a thrasher who stated that control of children by grown-ups
was the purpose of education? Education, surely, is the essential ordering of the relationship between the generations – in
other words, if one wishes to speak of control, control of generational relations, not of children? So technology, too, is
not about controlling nature: controlling the relationship between nature and humanity. Man as species reached the end of
his development tens of millennia ago; but humanity as a species is at the start. For humanity, in technology, a physis is
being organized in which its contact with the cosmos takes a new and different form than in nations and families. One need
only recall the discovery of speeds by virtue of which humanity is now preparing to make unpredictable journeys into the interior
of time to encounter, in that place, rhythms from which, as in the old days, the sick will draw strength high up in the mountains
or beside southern seas. Lunaparks are an early form of sanatoria. The shiver of true cosmic experience is not bound to that
tiny fragment of the natural world we are in the habit of calling ‘nature’. In the nights of annihilation of the last war
the limb structure of humanity was shaken by a feeling that resembled the epileptic fit.24 And the uprisings that followed the war were humanity’s first attempt to make the new body obedient to its commands. The
power of the proletariat is the measure of its recovery. If this discipline does not enter its very marrow, no pacifist argument
will save it. The frenzy of destruction will be stilled by the living only in the intoxication of procreation.

      
      [1928]

      
      
      
      
      Hashish in Marseille

      
      
      
         Introductory note: One of the first signs that hashish is beginning to take effect ‘is a vague feeling of anticipation and unease; something
            strange and inescapable is approaching […] Images and sequences of images, long-buried memories loom up, whole scenes and
            situations enter the mind, generating interest at first, sometimes enjoyment, then in the end, when there is no escaping them,
            anguish and mental fatigue. Everything that happens, even what a person says and does, astonishes and overwhelms him. His
            laugh, his every remark – these come at him like events arriving from outside. He reaches realms of experience, too, that
            resemble inspiration, enlightenment […] Space may expand, the floor start to slope, atmospheric sensations occur: mist, opacity,
            a heaviness of the air; colours become brighter, more luminous; objects more beautiful or possibly bulkier, ominous […] All
            this takes place not as a smooth development; instead, typically there is a constant alternation of dreamlike and waking states,
            a continuous, ultimately exhausting sense of being tossed to and fro between quite different fields of consciousness; a person
            may be in mid-sentence when such a sinking or soaring feeling intrudes […] All this will be reported by the person who has
            taken the drug in a form that usually departs very substantially from the norm. Connections become difficult because of the
            often abrupt cessation of all memory of what has gone before, thinking refuses to take shape as speech, and things may become so compulsively hilarious that for minutes on end the hashish-eater is capable of nothing
            but laughter […] Recall of the intoxicated state is remarkably clear.’

         It is worth noting that hashish intoxication has yet to be studied experimentally. The finest description of the hashish ‘high’
            comes from Baudelaire (Les Paradis artificiels).

         From Joël and Fränkel, ‘Der Haschisch-Rausch’,
in Klinische Wochenschrift, 1926, V, 37
         




      
      Marseille, 29 July. At 7 p.m., after much hesitation, took hashish. During the day I had visited Aix. With absolute confidence
         that in this city of hundreds of thousands, where no one knows me, I will definitely not be disturbed, I lie down on the bed.
         And yet I am disturbed – by a small child crying.

      
      I have the feeling that three quarters of an hour have already passed. But it has only been twenty minutes… I lie on the bed,
         then, reading and smoking. The usual view from the window, into the belly of Marseille. The street, so familiar, might have
         been a slit cut with a knife.

      
      In the end I left the hotel, the effect was evidently not coming or was going to be so mild that the precaution of staying
         in could be waived. First stop, the café on the corner of the Cannebière and the Cours Belsunce. The right-hand corner, looking
         from the port, so not my usual. What now? Only a sense of well-being, an expectation that passers-by will give me a friendly
         hello. The feeling of loneliness disappears very quickly. My walking stick starts to give me particular delight. One becomes
         so delicate: afraid that a shadow falling on the paper might harm one. The nausea disappears. One reads the flyers on the
         pissoirs. I should not be surprised to see so-and-so walking towards me. However, when they don’t, that doesn’t bother me either. But it is too loud for me in this place.

      
      Now the temporal and spatial demands made by the hashish-eater begin to assert themselves. These are absolutely sovereign,
         everyone knows that. Versailles is not too spacious for someone who has taken hashish, nor is eternity too long a time for
         him. And against the background of these vast dimensions of inner experience, absolute duration and measureless space, a marvellous,
         blissful mood now dwells that much more readily on the contingencies of space and time. I experience this good mood to a boundless
         extent when I discover at the Basso restaurant that the kitchen serving hot food has just closed, though my sitting down was
         for the express purpose of dining till the end of time. The feeling persists none the less that everything is and will remain
         bright, busy, and bustling. I must record how I found my seat. I was after that view of the old port one has from upstairs.
         Walking past below, I had spotted an empty table on the second-floor balcony. In the end I never got beyond the first floor.
         Most of the window tables were occupied. So I approached a very large one that had just become free. However, the moment I
         sat down the disproportionate nature of my taking a seat at so large a table struck me as shameful to such a degree that I
         walked diagonally across the entire storey to the far end and sat at a smaller one that I had only just noticed.

      
      But the meal came later. First the little bar at the port. I was already on the point of turning about, baffled, because from
         there too the sound of a concert seemed to be coming – a wind band, to be precise. I was just able to account for this to
         myself as being simply the howling of the car horns. And already on the way to the old port that wonderful lightness and resolution
         of step as the stony, open ground of the big square I was crossing turned, for me, into the smooth surface of a country lane
         down which I, a sturdy hiker, was striding at night. You see, I was avoiding the Cannebière at this stage of the proceedings, not entirely sure of my regulatory functions. It was in that
         little harbour pub that the hashish began to weave its properly canonical magic with a primitive sharpness of focus almost
         entirely new to me. What it did, it turned me into a physiogno-mist, an observer of faces, anyway, and I experienced something
         quite unique: I literally got stuck into the faces I had around me, some of which were amazingly coarse or repulsive. Faces
         I should normally have avoided for two reasons: I should not have wanted to attract their attention, nor could I have stood
         their brutality. It was pretty much a forward position, this harbour drinking-den. (The most advanced position, I think, that
         it was still safe for me to access but that in my drugged state I had chosen with the same confidence as that with which a
         deeply weary person is able to fill a glass of water so precisely to the brim that not a drop overflows – something that,
         with all senses fresh, one could never do.) Still at a safe distance from Rue Bouterie, but even so no bourgeois sat here;
         at most, apart from the real port proletariat, a couple of lower-middle-class families from the locality. Now, all of a sudden,
         I understood why a painter (it happened to Rembrandt, did it not, as well as to many others?) might see ugliness as the true
         reservoir of the beautiful or rather as its matrix, the jagged lump of rock containing the wholly inward gold of beauty that
         flashes from wrinkles, glances, eyes and mouths. I especially recall a nasty, very animal male visage in which I was suddenly
         and shockingly struck by the ‘line of renunciation’. It was particularly male faces I was taken with. This was the beginning
         of that long-drawn-out game where in each set of features an acquaintance of mine appeared; often I knew the name, often I
         did not; the illusion faded the way illusions fade in dreams: not abashed and compromised but peaceably and in an amicable
         way, like one who has done his duty. In the circumstances, there could be no further question of loneliness. Was I my own company? Probably it was not as simple as that. Nor do I know whether I
         could have been as happy then. I expect it was more like this: I was becoming my own wiliest, tactfullest, most impudent procurer,
         bringing me things with the suggestive confidence of one who knows and has studied his client’s wishes inside out. After that
         it began to take for ever until the waiter reappeared. Or rather, I could no longer wait for him to come back into view. I
         went into the room where the bar was and paid at the counter. I did not know whether tipping was usual in such a dive. Normally
         I would have given something anyway. Yesterday, under the influence of hashish, I felt a bit tight-fisted; for fear of drawing
         attention to myself by my extravagance, I actually made myself stand out.

      
      It was the same at the Basso. First I ordered a dozen oysters. The man also wanted to have my order for the next course. I
         pointed to a popular dish. He returned with the information that this was now off. So my eyes went back to the menu, roving
         around this item, I was on the point of naming one when my gaze fell on the one above, and so on until eventually I reached
         the top line. Yet this was not simple greed but a very pronounced feeling of courtesy towards the dishes, I was loath to insult
         them with a refusal. The long and short of it was, I ended up with pâté de Lyon. Lion pâté, I thought wittily, chuckling, as it lay neatly on a plate before me, then with scorn, ‘This tough rabbit or chicken
         – whatever it is. I could eat a lion,’1 nor would it have struck me as inappropriate to still my hunger on such a beast. Anyway, I had secretly resolved that, directly
         I was finished at the Basso (it was getting on for half past ten), I would go somewhere else and have a second supper.

      
      First, though, my journey to the Basso. I strolled along the quay, reading off, one by one, the names of the boats moored
         there. In the process, I was overcome by an inexplicable mood of cheerfulness and grinned openly at each French forename as I listed it. To me, the love that had been bestowed on those
         boats through their names was something wonderfully fine and moving. Only one name, Aero II, which put me in mind of aerial warfare, did I walk past frowning – much as, in the bar I had just come from, I had had to
         look away from certain all too distorted faces.

      
      Upstairs at Basso’s, as I looked down, the old games began. The area in front of the port was my palette, on which imagination
         mixed the local topography, trying out this and that effect without holding myself to account, like a painter using his palette
         to dream. I hesitated to try the wine. It was a half-bottle of cassis. A piece of ice floated in the glass. Nevertheless, it agreed splendidly with my drug. I had chosen my seat because of the
         open window, through which I could look down on the dark square. And when I did so from time to time I noticed that the square
         tended to change with each person who entered it, just as if it were lending weight to that person, which of course has nothing
         to do with the way the person sees his new surroundings but rather with the look that the great seventeenth-century portraitists,
         depending on the character of the personage whom they pose in front of a colonnade or a window, extract from that colonnade,
         from that window. Later I made this note, looking down: ‘From century to century things become more alien.’

      
      Here I must make a general point. The solitary nature of this kind of drugged state has its disadvantages. Talking only about
         the physical aspect, there was a moment in that dockland bar where heavy pressure on the diaphragm sought relief in humming.
         And there is no doubt that a truly beautiful, truly illuminating dimension remains unaroused. But on the other hand solitude
         has a filtering effect. What one writes down next day is more than a simple list of impressions; during the night, drug intoxication sets itself off from the everyday with beautiful prismatic edges; it has a shape of its own and is more memorable.
         I would almost say, it shrinks and forms a flower shape.

      
      To come closer to the riddle of drug bliss, one would need to think about Ariadne’s thread. The sheer pleasure of simply unrolling
         a ball of thread. And that pleasure relating at a very deep level to drug pleasure and the pleasure of creation. We walk forward;
         but in the process not only do we discover the intricacies of the cavern into which we have ventured, our enjoyment of this
         bliss of discovery rests purely on the basis of that other rhythmical delight: paying out a thread. Such certainty that the
         ball we are unwinding has been wound with skill – that, surely, is the bliss of any kind of production, at least in the form
         of writing prose? And in hashish we are pleasure-loving prose beings of the highest order.

      
      A deeply contemplative feeling of bliss that came over me later in a little square off the Cannebière, where Rue Paradis leads
         to an area of parkland, is harder to grasp than anything that had gone before. Leafing through my newspaper, I come across
         the sentence, ‘One must spoon the sameness from reality.’ Several weeks back I made a note of another sentence in Johannes
         V. Jensen that seemed to be saying much the same thing: ‘Richard was a young man who had a sense of everything in the world
         that was of like kind.’ Those words pleased me enormously. Now they enable me to compare the political and rational meaning
         they had for me with the individual, magical quality of what I experienced yesterday. Whereas in Jensen the sentence amounted
         (for me) to saying that, as we know, things are technical and rationalized through and through, and that what is special nowadays
         lies only in the nuances, the new insight was entirely different. Nuances were in fact all I saw: yet they were of like kind.
         I became engrossed in the road surface in front of me, which as a result of my smearing a sort of ointment over it, so to speak, might have been one and the same as that of Paris. One often hears talk of ‘stones instead
         of bread’. Here these stones were the bread of my imagination, which had suddenly conceived an intense craving for the taste
         of what was the same about all cities and countries. And yet it was with enormous pride that I thought: here I am, sitting
         in Marseille having taken hashish; who in this city, I wondered, shares my state of intoxication this evening, how few they
         are. As I am incapable of fearing imminent misfortune, imminent solitude, may there always be hashish. Music from a nightclub
         next door, which I had been following, played a part at this stage. G. drove past in a cab. It happened in an instant, exactly
         the way, earlier, U. had suddenly emerged from the shadow of the boats in the shape of a harbour bum cum part-time pimp. But
         there were not only acquaintances. Here at this moment of deep contemplation, two figures (petit bourgeois, ruffians, whatever)
         passed me as ‘Dante and Petrarch’. ‘All men are brothers.’ That set off a train of thought I can no longer reconstruct. However,
         its last link was doubtless far less banal in shape than its first and may possibly have gone on to animal images.

      
      ‘Barnabe’, it said on a tram that stopped briefly in front of where I was sitting. And to me the terribly sad story of Barnabas
         seemed an apt destination for a tram heading towards the outskirts of Marseille. A very beautiful thing was going on around
         the door of the dance hall. Every now and then a Chinaman stepped outside, wearing blue silk trousers and a shiny pink silk
         jacket. He was the bouncer. Girls showed themselves in the aperture. I was feeling very contented. It was amusing seeing a
         young man with a girl in a white dress approach and immediately having to think, ‘She’s just got away from him from inside
         dressed in her underthings and he’s now fetching her back. I see.’ I was flattered to think: here I was, sitting at one of
         the hubs of all dissipation, and that ‘here’ meant not simply the city, for example, but the small, not especially eventful spot I currently occupied. Events, however, occurred in such a way that
         the phenomenon touched me with a magic wand and I lapsed into a dream before it. At such times people and things behave like
         those props made of pith and little pith figures in a glass-fronted tinfoil cabinet that, when the glass is rubbed, receive
         an electrical charge and are then obliged, with every movement, to assume the strangest mutual relationships. The music that
         meantime repeatedly struck up and died away I called the dry canes of jazz. I forget what justification I employed to let
         my foot mark time to it. That is not how I was brought up, and it did not happen without an internal struggle. There were
         times when the intensity of acoustic impressions pushed all else aside. Especially in the little bar, suddenly everything
         (and this was because of the sound of voices, not noises from the street) went under. And the strangest thing about that sound
         was that all the voices, every one, sounded like dialect. Suddenly, it was as if the people of Marseille did not speak good
         enough French for me. They had got stuck at the dialect stage. The alienation effect that may underlie this, which Kraus once
         framed in the splendid sentence, ‘The more closely one examines a word, the more distant the look it returns,’2 seems to extend to the optical in general. At any rate, I find among my notes the wondering words, ‘How objects withstand
         one’s gaze!’

      
      Things then quietened down as I crossed the Cannebière and eventually entered a little café in Cours Belsunce for an ice cream.
         This was not far from the other café, the first of the evening, in which the sudden access of love-bliss bestowed upon me
         by seeing a few strands of fringe ripple in the wind had convinced me that the hashish had begun its work. And recalling that
         state makes me wish to believe that hashish is capable of persuading nature to set free in us, making us less selfish, that
         squandering of one’s existence with which love is familiar. If, indeed, at times when we make love our life slips through nature’s fingers like gold coins, with nature unable to hold those
         coins back but letting them go, trading them for the newborn child, then nature (not in hope, particularly, nor having any
         kind of expectation) will be thrusting us with both hands in the direction of existence.

      
      [1928]

      
      
      
      
      Picturing Proust

      
      
      
      
      I

      
      
      The thirteen volumes of Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu1 are the outcome of an unplannable synthesis in which the contemplation of the mystic, the art of the prose writer, the verve
         of the satirist, the knowledge of the scholar, and the self-absorption of the monomaniac all come together in a work of autobiography.
         It has rightly been said that all great works of literature either establish a genre or wind one up – in other words, are
         special cases. However, this is one of the hardest of them to pin down. Here everything from structure (work of literature,
         book of memoirs, comment, all in one) to the syntax of limitless sentences (a Nile of language bursting its banks to fertilize the plains of truth) is outside
         the norm. That this great one-off of literature at the same time represents its greatest achievement in recent decades is
         the first revealing discovery confronting the reader. And in the highest degree unhealthy are the conditions underlying it.
         An out-of-the-ordinary illness, exceptional wealth, and abnormal tendencies. Not everything about this life sets an example,
         yet everything about it is exemplary, placing the towering literary achievement of our age at the heart of impossibility,
         at the centre of while simultaneously at the point of indifference to all risks, and marking out this great realization of
         a ‘life’s work’ as the last for a long time. Proust’s image is the highest physiological expression to which the inexorably growing discrepancy between poetry and life
         has managed to attain. That is the moral justification for this attempt to summon it up.

      
      As everyone knows, Proust did not, in his work, describe a life as it had been but a life as the person who had lived it remembered
         that life. Yet even that is obscure and put far too broadly. The fact is, the chief role here, so far as the reminiscing author
         is concerned, is played not by what he experienced but by the weaving together of his memories, Penelope’s labour of bearing
         things in mind. Or should one perhaps speak instead of Penelope’s labour of forgetting? For surely involuntary bearing in
         mind, Proust’s mémoire involuntaire, is much closer to forgetting than what is usually referred to as memory? And surely this labour of spontaneously bearing
         things in mind, in which remembering is the weft and forgetting the warp, is actually the opposite of Penelope’s labour, not
         its likeness? For this is where day undoes what night had brought about. Waking up each morning we hold in our hands, usually
         feebly and slackly, only frayed scraps of the tapestry of lived existence, as forgetting has woven it within us. Yet each
         day, with its purposive actions and even more with its purpose-rooted recall, unpicks the web, the ornamentation of forgetting.
         That is why towards the end of his life Proust turned day into night – he wished, in a darkened room, lit by artificial light,
         to devote his every hour, without interruption, to his work, determined not to miss a single one of those interwined arabesques.

      
      If the Romans called a text ‘woven’, there is scarcely one more woven and more densely so than Marcel Proust’s. Nothing, for
         him, was sufficiently dense, sufficiently enduring. According to his publisher, Gallimard, the way Proust corrected proofs
         was the despair of the typesetter. The galleys invariably came back with their margins crammed full of handwriting. Yet not a single printing error had been eliminated; all the available space was packed with fresh text. The laws of remembering
         affected the very scale of the work. The reason was that, while an event experienced is finally closed, at least in the one
         sphere of experience, an event remembered has no bounds, being simply a key to all that came before and all that came after
         it. Moreover, there is another sense in which it is remembering that dictates the strict weaving pattern here. The fact is,
         the unity of the text stems solely from the actus purus of remembering. Not from the person of the author and certainly not from the plot. Indeed, the vagaries of the latter can
         be said to be merely the obverse of the continuum of remembering, the pattern on the back of the tapestry. That was what Proust
         wanted, what he meant when he said he would really like to see his entire work printed in a single volume, with two columns
         to the page and no paragraph divisions at all.

      
      What was he seeking so frantically? What lay behind this tireless effort? Can we say that all life, all works, all deeds that
         count were never anything but the unswerving development of the most banal, most fleeting, most sentimental, feeblest hours
         in the existence of the person to whom they belong? And when Proust, in a famous passage, described these most personal hours
         of his, he did so in such a way that everyone rediscovers them in his or her own existence. We are a hair’s breadth away from
         being able to deem that existence everyday. It comes with the night, with a lost chirruping, or with that deep breath drawn
         in while leaning from a window. And there is no telling what encounters might have been meant for us had we worried less about
         sleeping. Proust paid no heed to sleep. And yet (no: for that very reason) Jean Cocteau was able in a fine essay to say of
         the sound of Proust’s voice that it obeyed the laws of night and of honey. Through submitting to the dominion of those laws
         he overcame the hopeless grief inside him (what he once called ‘the incurable imperfection in the very essence of the present’ [‘l’imperfection incurable dans l’essence même du présent’])
         and built a house for his swarming thoughts from the honeycomb of remembering. Cocteau saw what ought to preoccupy every Proust
         reader in the highest degree: he saw the blind, absurd, obsessive demand for good fortune in the man. It flashed from his
         glances. His glances were not themselves blessed. But in them sat happiness/good fortune2 as in gambling or in love. Nor is it hard to say why this heart-stopping, explosive will to bliss that permeates Proust’s writing so seldom reaches
         his readers. Proust himself made it easier for them at many points to consider this oeuvre too from the tried-and-tested, comfortable viewpoint of self-denial, heroism, asceticism. What, after all, could make more
         sense to model students of life than that great achievement should be the fruit of pure toil, misery, and disappointment?
         That such a thing as blessedness might also have a part in the beautiful would be too much for them; their resentment would
         never accept it.

      
      However, there is a twofold will to bliss, a dialectics of the phenomenon. A hymnic and an elegiac form. One is the unheard-of,
         the unprecedented, the acme of good fortune. The other is the everlasting yet-again, the ever-recurring restoration of the
         original, primal state of bliss. It is this elegiac idea of bliss (one might also call it Eleatic) that for Proust transforms
         existence into a forest reserve of remembering. To it he sacrificed not only (in life) friends and society, but also (in his
         work) plot, unity of person, narrative flow, play of imagination. It was not the worst of his readers (Max Unold) who picked
         up the resultant ‘boredom’ of his writings in order to compare it with shaggy-dog stories,3 inventing the formula: ‘He [Proust] has contrived to make the shaggy-dog story interesting. He says, “Just imagine, gentle
         reader, yesterday I dunk a madeleine in my tea and it occurs to me that as a child I lived in the country…” – and he goes on for the next eighty pages, and the story is so riveting that one believes one is no longer the listener but
         the actual person daydreaming.’ In such yarns (‘all normal dreams become “shaggy-dog stories” as soon as they are narrated’),
         Unold discovered the bridge to dream. Every synthetic interpretation of Proust must follow him. Plenty of invisible gateways
         lead in that direction. There is Proust’s frantic studying, his enthusiastic cult of similarity. It is not in the places where
         he unexpectedly comes across similarity in works, in faces, in turns of phrase, invariably to his alarm, that it allows the
         true signs of its dominium to be identified. The similarity of one entity with another that we take into account, that preoccupies
         us in our waking hours, merely laps around the deeper dream world, where what occurs is never identical yet appears similar
         – inscrutably similar, even to itself. Children are aware of a symbol of this world, the sock, which has the structure of
         the dream world when, rolled up in the clothes drawer, it is simultaneously ‘bag’ and ‘things brought along’. And as they
         can never get enough of turning both (bag and baggage) into something else (the sock) at one stroke, so Proust was insatiable when it came to emptying the dummy, the self, at a stroke in order to bring in, over and
         over again, that other thing, the image that stilled his inquisitiveness – no: his homesickness. He lay in bed ravaged by
         homesickness, homesickness for the world distorted into the state of similarity, the world in which the true surrealist face
         of existence breaks through. To it belongs what happens in Proust, and how discreetly and nobly it appears. Never in isolation,
         in fact, never dramatically and in a visionary manner, but heralded and often supported, bearing a fragile, precious reality:
         the image. It detaches itself from the fabric of Proustian sentences in the same way as, in Balbec, beneath Françoise’s hands,
         the summer’s day emerges immemorially old, almost mummy-like, from the net curtains.

      
      
      
      
      II

      
      
      The most important thing a person has to say he will not always proclaim out loud. Nor, even quietly, will he always confide
         it to his confidant, the person closest to him, the one who most devotedly stands ready to hear his confession. However, if
         it is not people alone but also periods of time that have this modest but actually sly, rather suggestive way of conveying
         deeply private matters to just anyone, for the nineteenth century it is not Zola or Anatole France but the young Proust, the
         insignificant snob, the fantastical society man, who from a dying era (as from that other person, the equally moribund Swann)
         caught the most astonishing secrets on the wing. It took Proust to make the nineteenth century a fit subject for memoirs.
         What had been a lacklustre century before he came along was transformed into a force field in which a wide variety of currents
         were uncovered by subsequent authors. Nor is it at all by chance that the most interesting work of this kind was written by
         someone, a woman, who knew Proust personally as an admirer and friend. The very title under which Princess Clermont-Tonnerre
         brought out the first volume of her memoirs (Au temps des equipages) would have been scarcely conceivable pre-Proust. It quietly echoes, in fact, the ambiguous, affectionate challenge that
         the writer had issued from the Faubourg Saint-Germain. More than that: this (euphonious) portrayal is full of direct or indirect
         references to Proust in its tone and in its figures, who include Proust himself and some of his favourite objects of study
         from the Ritz.

      
      This puts us, of course (there is no denying it), in a very feudal milieu, and with characters of the stamp of Robert de Montesquiou
         (of whom the princess gives a fine portrayal) in a very particular one at that. But Proust does the same; and in Proust, too,
         as everyone knows, there is no lack of a Montesquiou equivalent. None of this would be worth discussing (especially since the question of models is of secondary and so far as
         Germany is concerned of no consequence) were it not for the fact that German criticism is so very fond of taking the easy
         way out. Above all, it could not pass up the opportunity of going slumming with the lending-library mob. So its hired experts
         were very ready to read back from the work’s snobbish setting to the man who had written that work and to dismiss Proust’s
         work as an internal French affair, a diverting supplement to the Almanach de Gotha. Yet it is obvious: the problems of Proustian man stem from a complacent society.

      
      Even so, not one of those problems chimes with Proust’s own. These are subversive. If one had to reduce them to a formula,
         his interest would lie in constructing the whole edifice of high society in the form of a physiology of tittle-tattle. There
         is nothing in the arsenal of its prejudices and watchwords that his dangerous comedy does not annihilate. Having been the
         first to point this out is not the least of the important services performed by Léon Pierre-Quint, Proust’s first interpreter.
         ‘If the talk turns to humorous works,’ Pierre-Quint writes, ‘we usually think of short, funny books in illustrated covers.
         We forget Don Quixote, Pantagruel, and Gil Blas, sprawling tomes in dense print.’ In this company, the subversive side of Proust’s work comes out most conclusively. Moreover,
         here it is not so much humour as comedy that constitutes the real core of his strength; he does not hold the world up to ridicule,
         he hurls it down to ridicule. At the risk of its smashing to pieces, whereupon he alone will shed tears. And smash to pieces
         it does, or rather its contents do: the unity of the family and the individual, sexual morality, respect for rank. The pretensions
         of the bourgeoisie explode amid ridicule. Their headlong retreat into and reassimilation by the aristocracy is the sociological
         topic of the work.

      
      Proust never tired of the training required to move in feudal circles. Unflaggingly and without having to force himself particularly,
         he so fashioned his nature as to make it as unfathomable, inventive, obsequious, and difficult as for the sake of his task
         it needed to become. Later, mystification and elaboration came so naturally to him that his letters are sometimes whole systems
         of parentheses (and not just grammatical ones, either). Letters that despite their infinitely witty and nimble composition
         occasionally recall that legendary device: ‘Esteemed madam, I have this minute realized that I left my cane at your house
         yesterday. Would you please hand it to the bearer of this letter. P.S.: Please forgive the disturbance, I have just found
         it.’ And how resourceful he is in difficulties. Late one night he appears at Princess Clermont-Tonnerre’s residence and says
         he will stay on condition that the doctor is called out to attend him. He then proceeds to dispatch the valet, giving him
         a detailed description of the district and of the house, ending with: ‘You can’t miss it. The only window along Boulevard
         Haussmann where the light is still on.’ Everything but the number. Try locating the address of a brothel in a foreign city,
         even if you have been given the most long-winded instructions (excepting only the name of the street and the number of the
         house) and you will understand what is meant here – and how it has to do with Proust’s love of ceremony, his admiration for
         Saint-Simon, and last but not least his intransigent Frenchness. The quintessence of experience, surely, is experiencing how
         very difficult it is to experience many things that can in fact (so it would appear) be told in a few words. The trouble is,
         those words belong to a special jargon based on caste and social rank and incomprehensible to outsiders. No wonder the secret
         language of the salons so roused Proust’s passion. When he later came to give a merciless description of the little Courvoisier
         clique, the ‘esprit d’Oriane’, he had personally, through frequenting the Bibescos, become acquainted with the improvisations of a coded language (to which we too have now been introduced).

      
      In the years of his salon existence Proust developed not only the vice of flattery to an eminent (one might almost say ‘theological’)
         degree; he also developed that of inquisitiveness. On his lips was a reflection of the smile that in the intrados of some
         of the cathedrals he so loved flits like a brush fire over the lips of foolish virgins. It is the smile of inquisitiveness.
         Was it inquisitiveness that basically made him such a great parodist? That would tell us, at the same time, what to think
         of the word ‘parodist’ as used here. Not a lot. For even if it does justice to his boundless malice it completely misses the
         bitter, savage, intractable nature of the splendid pieces of reportage that he wrote in the style of Balzac, Flaubert, Sainte-Beuve,
         Henri de Régnier, the Goncourts, Michelet, Renan, and lastly his darling Saint-Simon and that he collected in book form in
         Pastiches et mélanges. It is the mimicry of the inquisitive observer that constitutes the brilliant trick of this series – as well as constituting
         an element of Proust’s entire output, in which a passion for the [physiologically] vegetable can never be exaggerated. Ortega
         y Gasset was the first to draw attention to the vegetative existence of Proust’s figures, tied in so permanent a fashion to
         the place where they are found in society, a place dictated by the position of the feudal sun of grace, swayed by the wind
         that blows from Guermantes or Méséglise, impenetrably intertwined in the thicket of their fate. It is a circle that spawned
         mimicry as a literary method. The most sharply focused, most obvious findings of such mimicry squat on their objects as insects
         sit on leaves, flowers, and twigs, giving away nothing of their existence until a leap, a wingbeat, a start by the frightened
         observer indicates that here an unpredictable, wholly separate life has slipped inconspicuously into a foreign world. ‘Metaphor,’
         says Pierre-Quint, ‘no matter how unexpected, moulds itself closely to ideas.’

      
      The proper reader of Proust will be constantly shaken by tiny alarms. Moreover, he will find in metaphysics the expression
         of the same mimicry as must have impressed him as a fight for life on the part of this mind high up in the canopy of society.
         A word must be said about how closely and fruitfully these two vices, inquisitiveness and flattery, were intertwined. An informative
         passage in Princess Clermont-Tonnerre reads: ‘Nor can we, in conclusion, conceal the fact that Proust would get quite carried
         away, studying the servants. Was it because something he encountered nowhere else stimulated his intuition in this context,
         or did he envy them their being in a better position to observe intimate details of matters that tickled his fancy? Be that
         as it may – domestics of every kind and colour constituted his passion.’ In the exotic shades of a Jupien, a Monsieur Aimé,
         or a Céleste Albaret, the line of such characters extends from a Françoise, who with the beaky features of the blessed Martha
         looks as if she has stepped bodily from the pages of a Book of Hours, all the way to those grooms and footmen who are paid,
         it seems, not for working but for standing idle. And it may be that nowhere are the requirements of display of keener interest
         to this connoisseur of ceremony than at these lowermost ranks. Who can say how much servile inquisitiveness went into Proust’s
         flattery, how much servile flattery went into his inquisitiveness, and how far it went, this crafty copying of the servant
         role in the upper levels of social life? He practised it, and he could not help doing so. For as he himself reveals on one
         occasion: ‘voir’ and ‘désirer imiter’ [‘seeing’ and ‘wishing to emulate’] were one and the same so far as he was concerned.
         It was an attitude that, in all its superiority and servility, Maurice Barrès captured in one of the most distinctive pronouncements
         ever made about Proust: ‘Un poète persan dans un loge concierge’ [‘A Persian poet in a porter’s lodge’].

      
      There was something of the detective about Proust’s inquisitiveness. To him, the top ten thousand were a criminal family,
         a bunch of conspirators like no other: the Camorra of consumers. That Camorra excludes from its world anything playing a part
         in production. Or at least requires that part to be concealed, graciously and modestly, behind outward behaviour of the kind
         affected by consummate professionals of consumption. Proust’s analysis of snobbery, which is of far greater importance than
         his apotheosis of art, represents the high point of his social criticism. For the attitude of the snob is quite simply the
         consistent, organized, hardened view of existence seen from the almost chemically pure standpoint of the consumer. And since
         the remotest as well as the most primitive memory of the productive forces of nature was to be banished from this satanic
         fairyland, even in love the inverted attachment suited Proust better than the normal. Yet the pure consumer is the pure exploiter.
         He [or of course she] is so logically and theoretically; in Proust he is so in all the concreteness of his current historical
         existence. Concrete because inscrutable and not to be posed. Proust portrays a class that is obliged in every respect to disguise
         its material foundation and for that very reason is based on a feudalism that, lacking economic importance in itself, lends
         itself all the more to being used as a mask for the haute bourgeoisie. This illusionless, merciless breaker of the spell of
         self, of love, and of morality (the persona Proust liked to claim for himself ) makes of his entire, boundless art a veil concealing this one vitally important mystery
         of his class: the economic dimension. Not as if he were thereby being of service to it. He is simply ahead of it. What it
         lives begins, in him, to become comprehensible. Yet much of the greatness of this work will remain inaccessible or undiscovered
         until that class reveals its sharpest features in the final struggle.

      
      
      
      
      
      III

      
      
      In the last [nineteenth] century there used to be (I don’t know if there is still) a pub in Grenoble called ‘Au Temps Perdu’.
         With Proust too we are guests, passing beneath a swinging sign and stepping over a threshold beyond which eternity and intoxication
         await us. Fernandez was right to distinguish in Proust a thème de l’éternité from the thème du temps. However, far from being Platonic and Utopian, that eternity is intoxicating. So if ‘time, for all who study its passage,
         reveals a new and hitherto unknown kind of eternity’, this does not at all mean that the individual is thereby approaching
         ‘the higher climes that a Plato or a Spinoza reached with one beat of their wings’. No – because the fact is, there are in
         Proust rudiments of a surviving idealism. But it is not they that determine the importance of this work. The eternity in which
         Proust opens up aspects is a finite time, not infinite time. His true interest is in the passage of time in its most real
         nature – which, however, is a bounded nature and prevails nowhere in less distorted form than in remembering (internally)
         and in growing old (externally). Tracing the action and counteraction of ageing and remembering means penetrating to the heart
         of Proust’s world, the universe of finitude. It is the world in a state of similarity, ruled by the correspondances that first Romanticism and then, most intimately, Baudelaire registered but that Proust (alone) contrived to bring to light
         in our own lived lives. That is the work of mémoire involuntaire, the rejuvenating force that proves a match for the relentless ageing process. Where things past are reflected in the freshly
         dew-drenched ‘now’, a painful shock of rejuvenation once again inexorably gathers them up in the manner that, for Proust,
         the Guermantes way and Swann’s way cross when (in volume thirteen)4 he wanders through the Combray district one last time and discovers how the paths intertwine. In no time the landscape veers round like a wind. ‘Ah! que le monde est grand à la
         clarté des lampes! / Aux yeux du souvenir que le monde est petit!’5 Proust’s tremendous achievement was in no time to cause the whole world to age by an entire human life. But that very concentration,
         in which what otherwise simply wilts and fades is suddenly burned up in a flash, is called rejuvenation. A la recherche du temps perdu is a sustained attempt to charge a whole existence with the highest possible degree of presence of mind. Proust proceeds
         not by reflection but by recall. He is positively permeated by the truth that we all of us lack the time to live the real
         dramas of the existence assigned to us. That makes us age. Nothing else. The lines and wrinkles in our faces are so many entries
         recording the great passions, the vices, the discoveries that presented themselves at our door – but we, the people of the
         house, were not at home.

      
      Scarcely has Western literature seen a more radical experiment in self-absorption since Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises. They too have at their core a solitude that with the power of the maelstrom drags the world down into its whirling. And
         the noisy and inconceivably vacuous tittle-tattle that comes booming in our direction from the pages of Proust’s novels is
         the roar with which society plunges into the abyss of that solitude. This is where Proust’s inveighing against friendship
         has its place. The silence at the bottom of this crater (his eyes are the most silent, taking everything in) wished to be
         preserved. What, annoyingly and capriciously, appears in so many anecdotes is the combination of an unparalleled intensity
         of conversation with the most extreme remoteness from the interlocutor. Never before was anyone able to show us things as
         he did. His pointing finger is without equal. But there is another gesture in that most friendly of exchanges that is conversation:
         touch. The touch gesture is wholly foreign to Proust. He is incapable, too, of touching his readers – he never could. Were literature to be arranged around these two poles (the indicative and the touching), Proust’s
         work would constitute the centre of one pole, Péguy’s of the other. This, basically, is what Fernandez understood so well:
         ‘Depth or should one say penetration is always on his side, never on that of his partner.’ With a dash of cynicism and great
         virtuosity, this comes out in his literary criticism. Its chief document an essay written at the zenith of his fame and the
         nadir of his deathbed: ‘A propos de Baudelaire’. Jesuitical in approval of his own affliction, excessive in the volubility
         of the bedridden, alarming in the indifference of the man doomed to die, who wishes to say something more at this point and
         does not mind what about. The thing that inspired him here, as he faced death, also governs his dealings with contemporaries:
         an alternation of sarcasm and affection, affection and sarcasm, so jerky and harsh that his subject threatens to collapse
         in exhaustion beneath it.

      
      The man’s provocative, restless side affects even the reader of his works. One need think only of the seemingly endless strings
         of concessive ‘soit que’ clauses that describe an action in an exhaustive, depressing fashion in the light of the countless
         motives that may have underlain it. Nevertheless, these paratactic perspectives show how in Proust weakness and genius are
         one and the same: the intellectual renunciation, the tried-and-tested scepticism he brought to things. He came after the smug
         introspection of Romanticism and was determined, as Jacques Rivière puts it, not to place any credence whatsoever in ‘inward
         sirens’. ‘Proust approaches experience without the least interest in metaphysics, without the least constructivist tendency,
         without the least inclination to spread consolation.’ Quite true – nothing more so. It follows that even the work’s basic
         shape, on the methodical nature of which Proust never tired of insisting, is not remotely a construction. Yet methodical it
         is in the sense that the lines on a hand are methodical or the arrangement of stamens in the calyx. Proust, that hoary child, deeply weary, had slumped back on the bosom of nature, not in order to suck
         at its breast but in order, hearing its heartbeat, to dream. We must picture him being as weak as that if we wish to grasp
         with what happy accuracy Jacques Rivière, understanding the man out of weakness, was able to say, ‘Marcel Proust died of the
         same inexperience as enabled him to write his work. He died of unworldliness and because he lacked the understanding to alter
         living conditions that had begun to crush him. He died because he did not know how to light a fire or open a window.’ And
         of his nervous asthma, of course.

      
      The doctors were powerless against this affliction. Not so the writer, who very methodically harnessed it in his service.
         He was (to start with the most superficial element) a perfect director of his illness. For months, with crushing irony, he
         links the picture of an admirer who had sent him flowers with their scent, which he cannot stand. And with the times and tides
         of his affliction he caused alarm to the friends who both dreaded and desired his sudden appearance, long after midnight,
         in the salon they were currently attending – a man ‘brisé de fatigue’ [‘shattered with exhaustion’] and making, so he said, only a five-minute
         call – who then stayed on till dawn, too tired to regain his feet, too tired even to stop talking. Even the letter-writer
         never runs out of ways of deriving the most outlandish effects from his condition. ‘The rattle of my breathing drowns out
         the sound of my pen and that of a bath being drawn on the floor below.’ But that is not all. Nor is the fact that his illness
         keeps him from fashionable society. His asthma entered into his art, if it was not his art that produced it. His syntax rhythmically
         apes, step by step, his suffocation anxiety. And his ironical, philosophical, didactical musings are so many sighs of relief
         when the nightmare of remembering falls from his heart. But on a larger scale it was death that was ever-present to him, usually
         when he was writing, the threatening, suffocating throes of death. This was the guise in which death confronted Proust, long before his
         affliction assumed critical forms. But not as a hypochondriac’s fancy – as a réalité nouvelle, that new reality of which the reflection on things and persons constitutes the lineaments of ageing. The stylistics of physiology
         would lead into the heart of that creative endeavour. For instance, no one who knows the peculiar obstinacy with which memories
         are preserved in the sense of smell (not smells in memory, not at all!) will be able to dismiss Proust’s sensitivity to smells
         as in any way random. Certainly, most of the memories we seek come to us as visual images. And even the things that float
         up freely from the mémoire involuntaire are largely isolated visual images – as well as being somewhat mysteriously present. But that is precisely why, if we wish
         deliberately to abandon ourselves to the innermost rhythm of this writing, we must move to a particular level (the deepest
         one) of involuntary memory where the elements of memory no longer announce themselves to us individually, as images, but as
         non-pictorial, unformed, indeterminately weighty entities, much as the heaviness of his net tells the fisherman something
         of his catch. Smell – the sensory awareness of weight in anyone casting his net on the waters of le temps perdu.

      
      Furthermore, Proust’s sentences are the entire musculature of the intelligible body; they constitute the whole unutterable
         effort of hauling that catch in.

      
      One other point: the intimacy of the symbiosis between that specific creative endeavour and that specific physical affliction
         comes out most clearly in the fact that nowhere in Proust is there an irruption of the heroic ‘nevertheless’ with which otherwise
         creative people rail against their suffering. Which is why it can be said, on the other hand, that an involvement in the way
         of the world and in living as profound as Proust’s must inevitably have led to a commonplace, indolent self-satisfaction on
         any other basis than that of an affliction so deep and unrelieved. As things were, however, that affliction was destined to have
         a wholly wishless, wholly unrepentant furore show it its place in the great work process. For the second time there arose
         a scaffolding structure like Michelangelo’s, atop which the artist, head bent back, painted The Creation on the Sistine Chapel ceiling: the sickbed in which Marcel Proust covered, in the air, with his handwriting, the countless
         pages he devoted to creating his microcosm.

      
      [1929]

      
      
      
      
      Surrealism

      
      The Latest Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia

      
      
      Intellectual movements, like rivers, may attain a gradient steep enough for the critic to be able to build his power station
         on them. As regards Surrealism, the gradient is created by the difference in level between France and Germany. What emerged
         in France in 1919 among a small group of writers (here, from the outset, are the main names: André Breton, Louis Aragon, Philippe
         Soupault, Robert Desnos, Paul Éluard) may have been a mere rivulet, fed by the dank boredom of post-war Europe and the seeping
         lees of French decadence. The smart alecs who still get no farther than the movement’s ‘authentic origins’ and are incapable,
         even today, of saying any more on the subject than that here we have yet another literary clique pulling the wool over the
         eyes of the honest public – they are a bit like a gathering of experts who, huddled around a spring, decide on mature reflection
         that no, that little stream there will never drive turbines.

      
      The German observer is not among those huddled around the spring. Lucky him. He is down in the valley. He can appraise the
         energies of the movement. For him, who as a German has long been familiar with the crisis of the intelligentsia (to be more
         precise, of the classical notion of freedom), who is aware how that crisis has sparked a frenzied determination to move on
         from the stage of interminable discussions and finally, at all costs, reach a decision, who has been forced, personally, to
         face up to the extremely exposed position of the intelligentsia between anarchist Fronde and revolutionary discipline – for him there is no excuse if, after a casual glance, he should dub
         the movement ‘artistic’ or ‘poetic’. If it had been so to begin with, André Breton had said right from the outset that he
         wished to break with a practice that places before the public the literary expressions of a specific form of existence while
         withholding that form of existence itself. More succinctly and dialectically: the realm of literature was here being exploded
         from within in that a group of close associates was taking the ‘literary life’ to the outer limits of the possible. And they
         may be taken at their word when they maintain that Rimbaud’s Saison en enfer held no further secrets for them. Because that book really is the first document of the movement. (From recent times, that
         is; more about earlier predecessors below.) Could there be a more conclusive, more incisive account of what is at issue here
         than Rimbaud himself gave in his personal copy of the said volume? Where it says ‘on the silk of the sea and the Arctic flowers’,
         he later wrote in the margin, ‘Aren’t any’ [Elles n’existent pas].

      
      Just how nondescript, how deviant was the substance in which the dialectical seed that grew into Surrealism was originally
         embedded is something that, at a time (1924) when such germination was as yet unpredictable, Aragon showed in Une vague de rêves. Today it can be deduced. For there is no doubt that the heroic era from which Aragon bequeathed to us his catalogue of heroes
         is now over. There is always a moment in such movements when the original tension of the secret society must either explode
         in the objective, mundane struggle for power and dominance or alternatively decay as public manifestation and become transformed.
         Surrealism is currently undergoing that transformation. Yet at the time when it broke over its founders in the form of an
         inspiring wave of dreams it seemed the most integral, most conclusive, most absolute phenomenon around. Everything with which it came into contact became part of it. Life seemed worth living only where the threshold between
         waking and sleeping was worn away in everyone as if by the toing and froing of streams of images; language seemed itself only
         where sound and image, image and sound, meshed so successfully, with such automatic precision, as to leave no chink through
         which the least grain of ‘sense’ might escape. Image and language have right of way. Saint Paul Roux, when in the early hours
         he retired to sleep, used to hang a notice on his door: Le poète travaille [‘Poet at work’]. Breton remarks: ‘Quiet. I wish to pass through where none has yet passed through, be still. – After you,
         beloved language.’ Language has right of way.

      
      And not only before meaning. Also before the ‘I’. In the fabric of the world, dream loosens individuality like a hollow tooth.
         Because in fact this relaxing of the ‘I’ by intoxication is at the same time the fruitful, living experience that enabled
         these people to step outside the magic circle, as it were, thus evading the influence of intoxication. This is not the place
         to delineate the Surrealist experience in all its certainty. However, anyone who has accepted that the writings of this group
         are not literature but something else (manifestation, slogan, document, bluff, falsification if you like, just not literature)
         is also going to be aware that at issue here are quite literally experiences, not theories, and certainly not imaginings.
         Furthermore, those experiences are by no means confined to the dream arising at the time of eating hashish or smoking opium.
         In fact, it is a huge mistake to think that the only ‘Surrealist experiences’ we know of are religious ecstasies or the ecstasies
         of drug use. ‘Opium for the people,’ Lenin called religion,1 thus bringing these two things closer than the Surrealists might have liked. There will be occasion later to talk of the
         bitter, impassioned rebellion against Catholicism in which Rimbaud, Lautréamont, and Apollinaire brought Surrealism into the
         world. However,the true, creative overcoming of religious illumination really does not lie in narcotics. It lies in a secular illumination, a materialistic, anthropological inspiration for which hashish, opium, or whatever it may be can provide the nursery schooling.
         (A dangerous kind, though. And that of religions is stricter.) This secular illumination did not always find Surrealism up
         to scratch (so far as it and Surrealism itself were concerned), and the very writings that express it most powerfully (Aragon’s incomparable Paysan de Paris and Breton’s Nadja) exhibit very disturbing deficiency symptoms in this respect. Nadja, for instance, contains an outstanding passage about the ‘splendid days of looting known as the “Sacco-Vanzetti” days’,2 and Breton couples this with the assertion that on those days the Boulevard Bonne-Nouvelle lived up to the strategic promise
         of revolt that its name had always held out. But a Madame Sacco also crops up, and she is not the wife of Fuller’s victim3 but a clairvoyant living at 3 rue des Usines and able to tell Paul Éluard that no good would come to him from Nadja. Granted,
         Surrealism does take some dodgy turns, traversing roofs by way of lightning conductors, gutters, verandas, weathervanes, bits
         of stucco (all ornamentation must serve the cat burglar well); yes, it also visits the dank back rooms of spiritualism. But
         we feel really uneasy when we hear of it quietly tapping tables to ask about its future. Surely anyone would wish these adoptive
         children of the Revolution to be utterly and specifically dissociated from all that goes on in the conventicles of faded nuns,
         retired majors, and émigré drug dealers?

      
      Actually, Breton’s book is well adapted to explaining certain key features of this ‘secular illumination’ on that basis. He
         calls Nadja a ‘livre à porte battante’ – a ‘swing-door book’. (In Moscow I stayed in a hotel where nearly all the rooms were occupied
         by Tibetan lamas who had come to Moscow for a conference of all the Buddhist churches. I was struck by how many doors in the corridors of the building always stood ajar. What had initially seemed pure chance began to prey on my mind. Then I discovered:
         the inmates of such rooms were members of a sect who had vowed never to occupy a room with the door closed. The shock I felt
         then is one that the person reading Nadja inevitably feels.) Living in a glasshouse is a revolutionary virtue par excellence. That too is a ‘high’, a kind of moral exhibitionism we sorely need. Discretion in the matter of one’s own existence, from
         being an aristocratic virtue, has increasingly become a concern of the jumped-up petit bourgeois. Nadja achieves the true, creative synthesis between work of fiction and [as English, too, calls it] roman-à-clef.

      
      Incidentally (and this too Nadja implies), one need only take love seriously to find in it, too, a ‘secular illumination’. ‘It so happens,’ the author recalls
         [in connection with an episode when, sitting in a café with Nadja, he has a page of pictures thrust into his hand by an elderly
         beggar, images depicting scenes from the reigns of Louis VI and Louis VII], ‘that I have recently been thinking about this
         period because it was the age of “courtly love” and trying hard to imagine how people saw life in those days.’4 We now know, from a recent author, more about Provençal Minne [the German term for what English calls ‘courtly love’], and this takes us surprisingly close to the Surrealist conception
         of love. ‘All the poets of the stil nuovo,’ we read in Erich Auerbach’s splendid Dante: Poet of the Secular World, ‘possessed a mystical beloved; all of them had roughly the same fantastic amorous adventures; the gifts which Love bestowed
         upon them all (or denied them) have more in common with illumination than with sensual pleasure; and all of them belonged
         to a kind of secret brotherhood which molded their inner lives and perhaps their outward lives as well […].’5 The dialectic of intoxication is indeed a curious thing. Maybe any kind of ecstasy in one world is shameful sobriety in the
         complementary world – is that possible? What else is courtly love about (and it is courtly love, not sensual love, that binds Breton to the telepathic
         girl) than that chastity, too, is reverie? A being carried off into a world that lies next not only to Sacred Heart crypts
         and Lady altars but also to the morning before a battle or after a victory.

      
      The lady, in esoteric love, is what matters least. So it is with Breton, too. He is closer to the things Nadja is close to
         than to herself. Well, what are the things she is close to? For Surrealism, the canon of those things is utterly revealing.
         Where is one to start? It can boast an astounding find, that canon. It was the first to uncover the revolutionary energies
         apparent in the ‘antiquated’, in the first iron constructions, the first factory buildings, the earliest photos, the things
         now beginning to die out, the drawing-room grands, the clothes of five years ago, the smart watering holes when the fashionable
         world begins to desert them. How such things relate to the revolution – of that none can have a more precise idea than these
         authors. The way poverty – not just social poverty but equally that of architecture, the shabbiness of interiors, the enslaved
         and enslaving things – the way these flip suddenly into revolutionary nihilism is something that, before these seers and interpreters
         of signs of the times came along, no one had observed. And leaving aside Aragon’s Passage de l’Opéra, Breton and Nadja are
         the couple who take everything we have experienced on dismal railway journeys (the railways are starting to age), on godforsaken
         Sunday afternoons in the working-class districts of big cities, in that first gaze through the rain-streaked window of a new
         apartment – and redeem it in revolutionary experience, if not in action. They cause the mighty forces of ‘atmosphere’ that
         lie hidden in these things to explode. What form would a life take, do you think, that in a crucial moment allowed itself
         to be determined by the latest popular song?

      
      The knack for dealing with this material world (it is fitter to speak of a knack here than of a method) consists in exchanging the historical view of what has been for the political view.
         ‘Open up, tombs, open up, you dead folk in art galleries, cadavers behind folding screens, in castles, in palaces, in priories,
         here is the fabled keeper of the keys, the man who carries around a bunch of keys to all ages, who knows how to apply pressure
         to the trickiest locks, and who invites you to step right into today’s world, to mix with the bearers of burdens, the working
         men whom money ennobles, to sit at ease in their automobiles (which are as lovely as suits of armour in the Age of Chivalry),
         to climb into international sleeping cars and weld yourselves together with all the people who are nowadays still proud of
         their privileges. Yet civilization will make short work of them.’ The speech was put into Apollinaire’s mouth by his friend
         Henri Hertz. It is with Apollinaire that the technique originates. He used it in his volume of novellas L’Hérésiarque with Machiavellian calculation to blow Catholicism (to which he remained inwardly attached) out of the water.

      
      At the centre of this material world stands its most dreamed-of object, the city of Paris itself. But only revolt drives its
         surrealist face out completely. (Deserted streets in which whistles and shots dictate the decision.) And no face is surrealistic
         to the same degree as the true face of a city. No painting by de Chirico or Max Ernst can compare with the sharp elevations
         of its internal forts, which must first be taken and occupied if one would command its fate and, in its fate, in the fate
         of its masses, one’s own. Nadja is a leading exponent of those masses and of their revolutionary inspiration: ‘La grande inconscience
         vive et sonore qui m’inspire mes seuls actes probants dans le sens que toujours je veux prouver, qu’elle dispose à tout jamais
         de tout ce qui est à moi.’6 Here, then, we find the catalogue of those fortifications – from Place Maubert, where the dirt of its whole symbolic might
         lies preserved as nowhere else, to the ‘Théâtre Moderne’ that I am so sorry not to have known.7 However, in Breton’s description of the bar upstairs (‘it too so dark, with its impenetrable arches, “a drawing-room at the
         bottom of a lake” ’)8 there is something that reminds me of that most misunderstood room in the old Princess Café. It was the back room on the
         first floor with its couples in blue light. We used to call it the ‘anatomy school’; it was the latest bar for love. With
         Breton, at points like this photography cuts in in the most remarkable way. It makes the streets, gateways, and squares of
         the city into illustrations for a trashy novel, sucking out the trite self-evidence of this age-old architecture to apply
         it with hyper-original intensity to the action portrayed – to which, exactly as in those old books housemaids read, verbatim extracts complete with page numbers refer. And all the Parisian locations that appear here are places at which what there
         is between these people turns like a revolving door.9

      
      The Paris of the Surrealists is another ‘world in little’. In other words in the big one, the cosmos, things look no different.
         There too there are crossroads where spectral signals flash from the traffic, where inconceivable analogies and connections
         between events are the order of the day. This is the realm from which the lyric poetry of Surrealism reports. And that should
         be noted, if only to counter the inevitable misunderstanding of l’art pour l’art. The fact is, ‘art for art’s sake’ is scarcely ever meant to be taken literally, has almost always been a flag under which
         goods sail that cannot be declared, having as yet no name. This would be the moment to undertake a project that would throw
         more light than any other on the crisis of the arts we are currently witnessing: a history of esoteric literature. Nor is
         it by any means accidental that we still lack one. For writing it as it demands to be written (not, that is, as a collective
         work with various ‘experts’ each contributing ‘the latest wisdom’ in his or her field but as a properly argued text by a single
         individual, someone driven by an inner compulsion to set out not so much a developmental history as a series, repeatedly renewed, of original
         revivals of esoteric literature) – written like that it would be one of those scholarly confessional texts that appear in
         every century. Its final page would have to feature an X-ray photograph of Surrealism. In his ‘Introduction au discours sur
         le peu de réalité’, Breton suggests how the philosophical realism of the Middle Ages was based on poetic experience. But that
         realism (belief, that is to say, in a real separate existence of concepts, whether outside things or inside them) always very
         quickly found the transition from the logical realm of concepts to the magical realm of words. And magical word experiments,
         not artistic fiddle-faddle, they certainly are – those passionate phonetic and graphic transformation games that for the past
         fifteen years have run through the entire literature of the avant-garde, be it called Futurism, Dadaism, or Surrealism. How
         speech, magical spell, and concept intermingle here is shown in the following words written by Apollinaire in his last manifesto,
         L’Esprit nouveau et les poétes (1918). In it he says, ‘The speed and straightforwardness with which we have all got used to using a single word to describe
         such complex entities as a crowd, a people, or the universe have no modern equivalent in poetry. Today’s poets, however, are
         filling the gap; their synthetic compositions are creating fresh essence whose three-dimensionality is as complex as that
         of the words for collectives.’ Granted, with Apollinaire and Breton both advancing in the same direction with renewed energy,
         establishing the connection between Surrealism and the world around it with the statement ‘The conquests of science are based
         much more on surrealist than on logical thinking’ – to put it another way, with them making of ‘mystification’ (the pinnacle
         of which Breton sees in poetry; and it is a defensible position), the basis of scientific and technological development –
         well, such integration is going too far, too fast. It is most instructive to compare the precipitate bracketing-together of this movement with the ill-understood miracle of technology
         (Apollinaire: ‘The old stories have largely found fruition, now it is for the poets to think up new ones that the inventors
         for their part have then to realize’) – to compare these seductive imaginings with the breathless Utopias of someone like
         Scheerbart.10

      
      ‘Thinking about all human activity makes me laugh.’ The words are Aragon’s, and they indicate very clearly the path Surrealism
         had to travel from its origins to its politicization. Pierre Naville, originally a member of the group, called that development
         ‘dialectical’ in his splendid essay ‘La Révolution et les intellectuels’ [1926]. In this transformation of a deeply contemplative
         attitude into one of revolutionary opposition, the hostility of the bourgeoisie to any expression of radical intellectual
         freedom played a major role. That hostility pushed Surrealism towards the left. Political events (mainly the Moroccan War)
         accelerated the process. With the manifesto ‘Intellectuals against the Moroccan War’, published in L’Humanité, a fundamentally different programme was reached than, say, the one suggested by the famous scandal that broke out at the
         Saint-Paul-Roux banquet.

      
      On that occasion, shortly after the war, when the Surrealists, feeling that a celebration held to honour a poet whom they
         themselves admired was compromised by the presence of nationalist elements, broke into shouts of ‘Long live Germany’, they
         remained within the bounds of scandal, in the face of which the bourgeoisie are generally known to be as thick-skinned as
         they are sensitive to any kind of demonstration. There was a striking unanimity about the way in which, under the influence
         of this kind of political scent in the air, Apollinaire and Aragon saw the future of the poet. The ‘Persecution’ and ‘Murder’
         sections of Apollinaire’s Le Poète assassiné contain the famous description of a poet pogrom. Publishing houses are stormed, poetry books hurled on bonfires, poets struck dead. And
         identical scenes are played out simultaneously all over the world. With Aragon, in anticipation of some such atrocity, imagination calls out its troops for a last crusade.

      
      To understand such prophecies and strategically assess the line reached by Surrealism one needs to look around a bit and see
         what kind of thinking is current among ‘sympathetic’ left-leaning bourgeois intellectuals. This comes out pretty clearly in
         the present pro-Russian stance of such groups. We are not of course talking here about Béraud,11 who paved the way for the lie about Russia, or Fabre-Luce12 who, good donkey, trots behind Béraud along that paved way, laden with every sort of bourgeois antipathy. But how problematical
         is even the typical go-between book by Duhamel. How the forced sincerity and the forced enthusiasm and heartiness of the Protestant
         theological language running through it grate on one. How tired it sounds – the method, dictated by embarrassment and ignorance
         of the language, of shifting things into some kind of symbolic light. What a giveaway is his conclusion: ‘The true, more profound
         revolution, the one that in a sense might transform the substance of the Russian soul itself, has yet to occur.’ The thing
         that characterizes this left-wing French intelligentsia (just like its Russian equivalent) is that its positive function proceeds
         entirely from a sense of commitment not to revolution but to traditional culture, culture as handed down. Its collective achievement,
         in so far as it is positive, is almost one of conservation. Politically and economically, though, there will be a constant
         need, so far as the members of such an intelligentsia are concerned, to anticipate the risk of sabotage.

      
      What typifies this whole left-wing bourgeois position is its incorrigible pairing of idealistic morality with political practice.
         The only way to understand certain key points of Surrealism (the Surrealist tradition, in fact) is by contrasting them with the awkward compromises of ‘opinion’. Not much has happened,
         so far, to promote that understanding. There was too great a temptation to pigeon-hole the Satanism of poets such as Rimbaud
         and Lautréamont as the counterpart to l’art pour l’art in an inventory of snobbery. However, deciding to open up this Romantic dummy will reveal something quite useful inside:
         namely, the cult of evil as a device (however Romantic) for disinfecting politics and isolating it from any kind of moralizing
         dilettantism. In this conviction, should one come across in Breton the scenario of a Gothic play revolving round child violation,
         one may well reach back a few decades. In the years 1865–75 a number of major anarchists, unknown to one another, were working
         on their time bombs. And the amazing thing is, independently of one another they set them to go off at precisely the same
         time, and forty years later the writings of Dostoevsky, Rimbaud, and Lautréamont exploded in Western Europe simultaneously.
         One could, to be more precise, extract from Dostoevsky’s opus the one passage that really was first published in 1915: ‘Stavrogin’s confession’ from [the 1872 novel] Demons.13 This chapter, which touches very closely on the third canto of The Songs of Maldoror,14 contains a justification of evil that gives more forceful expression to certain themes of Surrealism than any of the movement’s
         present-day spokesmen have contrived to do. For Stavrogin is a Surrealist avant la lettre. No one grasped as he did how naive the petit bourgeois is in thinking that, while good, along with all manly virtue, is
         inspired in the person practising it by God, evil on the other hand stems entirely from our own spontaneity; here we are autonomous
         and wholly self-reliant beings. Only he saw inspiration even in the most mundane of actions – indeed, precisely there. He
         further recognized vileness as something preformed not merely in the way of the world but in ourselves, something suggested
         if not actually assigned to us, as the idealistic bourgeois views virtue. Dostoevsky’s God created not only the heavens and the
         earth and man and the animals but also meanness, revenge, cruelty. And here too he refused to let the devil spoil his handiwork.
         That is why with him they are all entirely original, maybe not ‘magnificent’ but always as fresh ‘as on the first day’ and
         a million miles from the stereotypes under which the Philistine sees sin.

      
      How great was the tension that enabled the said writers to accomplish their extraordinary distance-working is shown in an
         almost droll fashion in the letter that Isidore Ducasse15 addressed to his publisher on 23 October 1869 in an attempt to give his writing plausibility in the publisher’s eyes. Placing
         himself in the line of Minckìewickz,16 Milton, Southey, Alfred de Musset, and Baudelaire, he says, ‘I have of course adopted a slightly fuller tone in order to
         introduce something new into this literature that sings of despair only in order to depress the reader, making him yearn the
         more powerfully for the good as healing balm. Ultimately, one is hymning only the good, except that the method is more philosophical
         and less naive than that of the old school, of which only Victor Hugo and a few others are still living.’ However, if Lautréamont’s
         erratic book does belong in any kind of context (or rather if it can be placed in one), it is the context of insurrection.
         So it was a quite understandable and not inherently hopeless attempt that Soupault made in his 1927 edition of the Complete Works when he wrote a political vita of Isidore Ducasse. The pity of it is, this is quite undocumented, and the fact that Soupault did in fact cite documents
         was based on a mix-up. On the other hand, a corresponding attempt in Rimbaud’s case was fortunately successful, and it is
         thanks to Marcel Coulon that the poet’s true image was defended against the Catholic usurpation practised by Claudel and Berrichon.
         Rimbaud is a Catholic, certainly he is, but by his own account he is so in his most wretched part, which he never tires of denouncing, of delivering up to his and everyone’s hatred, his own and every sort of scorn: the part that forces
         him to confess he does not understand revolt. But that is the confession of a Communard who could not do enough himself and
         who at the time when he turned his back on poetry had long since, in his earliest poems, said goodbye to religion. ‘Hatred,
         to you I have entrusted my treasure,’ he writes in Une Saison en enfer. On these words, too, a poetics of Surrealism might spring up, and it would even sink its roots deeper than that theory of
         ‘surprise’ that derives from Apollinaire, right down into the depths of Poe’s ideas.

      
      In Europe there has not been another radical notion of freedom since Bakunin. The Surrealists have one. They are the first
         to have finished off the liberal, morally and humanistically calcified ideal of freedom, seeing clearly that ‘freedom, which
         on this earth is to be purchased only with a thousand of the hardest sacrifices, seeks to be enjoyed unrestrictedly, in all
         its fullness and with no pragmatic calculation of any kind, for as long as it lasts’. And this is their proof ‘that man’s
         struggle for liberation in its simplest revolutionary form (which certainly is, specifically, liberation in every respect)
         is the only thing left worth serving’. But will they succeed in welding this experience of freedom to the rest of revolutionary
         experience, which we must acknowledge because we once had it: to the constructive, dictatorial side of revolution? In a nutshell
         – will they bind revolt to revolution? How shall we imagine an existence modelled entirely, in every respect, on the boulevard
         Bonne-Nouvelle, in spaces designed by Le Corbusier and Oud?

      
      Harnessing the forces of intoxication for the revolution – that is what Surrealism revolves around in all its books, in its
         every undertaking. What it might call its specific task means more than simply that, as we know, an ecstatic component inhabits
         every revolutionary act. Such a component is identical with the anarchic. However, to stress this alone would be to set aside methodical, disciplined preparation of the revolution entirely in favour
         of a praxis that wavers between rehearsal and celebration in advance. Also, this is to take an all too precipitate, non-dialectical
         view of the nature of intoxication. The aesthetics of the peintre or poète ‘en état de surprise’, art as the reaction of one surprised, is mired in a number of extremely disastrous Romantic preconceptions.
         Every serious fathoming of occult, Surrealist, phantasmagorical gifts and phenomena presupposes a dialectical connection that
         a Romantic mind will never adopt. The fact is, it gets us no farther, stressing the mysterious side of mystery emotionally
         or fanatically; rather, we penetrate the secret only to the extent to which we rediscover it in the everyday, thanks to a
         dialectical way of seeing things that recognizes the everyday as impenetrable and the impenetrable as everyday. The most deeply
         emotional study of telepathic phenomena, for example, will not tell a person half so much about reading (an eminently telepathic
         process) as the secular illumination of reading will about telepathic phenomena. To put it another way: the most deeply emotional
         study of hashish intoxication will not tell a person half so much about thinking (a notable drug) as the secular illumination
         of thinking will about hashish intoxication. The reader, the thinker, the person who waits for things, the person who takes
         things easy – these are just as much types of illuminee as the opium-eater, the dreamer, the person intoxicated by drugs.
         And certainly more secular. Not to mention that most terrible of drugs – ourselves – which we take in solitude.

      
      ‘Harnessing the forces of intoxication for the revolution’ – meaning what? Literary politics? ‘Nous en avons soupé [‘Not again!’]. Anything but that!’ Well, you will be all the more interested to hear how much light a digression into literature
         will throw on things. What is the programme of the bourgeois parties, in fact? A spring song, pure and simple. Full to bursting
         with similes. The Socialist sees that ‘sunnier future for our children and grandchildren’ in everyone behaving ‘as if they
         were angels’ and everyone having as much ‘as if he were wealthy’ and everyone living ‘as if he were free’. Of angels, wealth,
         freedom – not a trace! Nothing but images. And the image bank of Social Democracy’s ‘resident poets’? Their ‘gradus ad Parnassum’?
         Optimism. What a different air is breathed in the piece by Naville17 that makes ‘Organizing pessimism’ the order of the day. On behalf of his literary friends he lays down an ultimatum, demanding
         that this conscienceless, dilettantish optimism without fail show its true colours. In what do the prerequisites of the revolution
         consist? he asks. In changing minds or in external circumstances? This is the key question governing relations between politics
         and morality, and it allows of no cover-up. Surrealism has come steadily closer to its Communist responsibility. And that
         means: pessimism all along the line. Yes indeed, very much so. No confidence in the fate of literature, no confidence in the
         fate of freedom, no confidence in the fate of European humanity, but above all no confidence – in fact, thrice no confidence
         in any kind of accommodation: between classes, between nations, between individuals. And boundless confidence only in I. G.
         Farben and in the peaceful perfecting of the Luftwaffe. But what now, what indeed?

      
      Here the insight comes into its own that in Traité du style [1928], Aragon’s latest book, calls for a distinction to be drawn between simile and image. A happy insight in matters of
         style and one that asks to be extended. Extension: nowhere do these two (simile and image) clash as drastically and irreconcilably
         as in politics. The fact is, organizing pessimism means quite simply expelling moral metaphor from politics and finding in
         the sphere of political action the image sphere in its entirety. Contemplatively, however, that image sphere cannot be measured
         up at all. If it is the dual task of the revolutionary intelligentsia to topple the intellectual dominance of the bourgeoisie and to make contact with the proletarian masses, in the second part of that task it has failed
         almost entirely; the second part of the task can no longer be performed in the mind. Yet that has prevented very few from
         repeatedly framing it as if it could, calling for proletarian writers, proletarian thinkers, proletarian artists. Trotsky
         himself, in Literature and Revolution, had to disagree, pointing out that these will emerge only from a victorious revolution. The truth is, it is far less a question
         of making the artist of middle-class origin into a master of ‘Proletarian art’ than of giving him a function, be it at the
         cost of his artistic influence, at significant points of that image sphere. Indeed, ought not interrupting his ‘artistic career’
         to be an essential part of that function, possibly?

      
      The jokes he tells will be the better for it. So will the way he tells them. For in humour, too, in abuse, in misunderstanding
         – wherever an action itself bodies forth and is the image, draws in and consumes the image, wherever proximity sees itself
         through its own eyes, this sought-after image sphere opens up, the world of all-round, integral actuality in which ‘good manners’
         are missing – the sphere, in a word, in which political materialism and the physical creature share with one another the inner
         man, the psyche, the individual, or whatever else we wish to throw at them, in accordance with dialectical justice, such that
         none of his limbs is left untorn. Nevertheless (in fact, precisely following such dialectical destruction) that sphere will
         still be an image sphere, and more concretely: a body sphere. Because there is nothing for it, the admission must be made:
         the kind of metaphysical materialism cultivated by Vogt and Bukharin cannot segue smoothly into the anthropological materialism
         underlined by the experience of the Surrealists and before them by Hebel, say, or Georg Büchner, or Nietzsche, or Rimbaud.
         Something is left over. The collective, too, has body. And the physis currently organizing itself for the collective in technology is something that, in accordance with its entire political and material reality, can be generated only in that
         image sphere in which secular illumination makes us feel at home. Only when, in that physis, body sphere and image sphere
         interpenetrate so deeply that all revolutionary tension becomes bodily collective innervation and all bodily innervations
         of the collective become revolutionary discharge will reality have outdone itself to the full extent required by The Communist Manifesto. For the moment, the Surrealists are alone in having grasped its present command. They all, to a man, swap their facial expressions
         for the dial of an alarm clock that strikes each minute for the duration of sixty seconds.

      
      [1929]

      
      
      
      
      Unpacking My Library

      
      A Talk about Collecting1

      
      
      I’m unpacking my library. Really. So it is not yet arranged on the shelves, not yet shrouded in the faint tedium of order.
         Nor am I yet in a position to stride along its ranks and take its salute in the presence of a friendly audience. You need
         fear none of that. I must ask you to imagine yourselves with me, amid the disorder of torn-open packing cases, breathing in
         the sawdust-laden air, the floor around me littered with scraps of paper, eyeing piles of books that have only now, after
         two years of darkness, been returned to the light of day; I want you, from the outset, to share a little of the mood (not
         a mournful mood by any means, rather one of anticipation) that they awaken in a true collector.

      
      For such a one is speaking to you today, and by and large he speaks only of himself.2 It would be presumptuous, surely, to insist on an illusion of objectivity and functionalism by enumerating for you the chief
         pieces or principal sections of a library or expounding its origins or even explaining for your benefit how it helps the writer?
         Certainly it is my intention, in what I am about to say, to pursue a more immediate, more tangible aim; my heart is set on
         giving you a sense of the collector’s relationship to his possessions, something of an understanding of collecting rather
         than of a collection. It is quite arbitrary that I do this by way of an examination of the various ways of acquiring books.
         Such a device or indeed any other is simply a dike raised against the spring tide of memories that comes rolling in towards any collector contemplating his things. Every sort of passion
         verges on chaos, I know, but what the collecting passion verges on is a chaos of memories.

      
      However, I want to say more than this: chance, fate, which colour the past as I look back – these are simultaneously present
         to the senses in the familiar muddle of my books. For what are these possessions but a disorder in which, habit having made
         itself so much at home among them, that disorder can seem like its opposite. You will have heard of people who became invalids
         after losing their books and of others who, in acquiring books, have turned criminal. In these areas in particular, any kind
         of order is nothing but a state of uncertainty, a hovering above the abyss. ‘The only precise knowledge that exists,’ Anatole
         France once said, ‘is knowledge of the publication dates and formats of books.’ The fact is, if the randomness of a library
         has a counterpart, it is the regularity of its catalogue.

      
      The collector, in other words, has his being in a state of dialectical tension between the poles of disorder and order.

      
      Of course, his existence is bound up with a great many other things as well. With a highly enigmatic relationship to ownership,
         about which more later. Then with a relationship to things that, rather than highlighting their functional value (the benefits
         they bring, the purposes they serve), studies and loves them as the scene and showplace of their destiny. The most powerful
         spell cast by the collector is to enclose the individual item within a magic circle where, even as the final shudder (the
         shudder of having suffered acquisition) runs through it, it turns to stone. Everything remembered, everything thought, all
         awareness becomes base, frame, pedestal, lock and key of his ownership. Period, region, craft, previous owners – all, for
         the true collector, merge in each one of his possessions into a magical encyclopaedia whose quintessence is the fate of his
         object. Here, then,in this narrow field, one glimpses how great physiognomists (and collectors are physiognomists of things) become fortunetellers.
         One need only watch a collector handling objects taken from his cabinet. No sooner does he have one in his hand than he appears
         inspired by it; his eyes take on a remote look. So much for the magical side of the collector – his ‘old man’ image, I might
         call it.

      
      Habent sua fata libelli may have been conceived as a general principle applying to books.3 Books – The Divine Comedy, for instance, or Spinoza’s Ethics, or The Origin of Species – have their fates. But the collector will interpret this Latin tag differently. To him it is not just books that have their
         fates but copies. And in his view the most important fate undergone by that copy is its having collided with himself, with his own collection.
         I am not exaggerating: for the true collector, acquiring an ancient book is its rebirth. That is precisely the childish quality
         that, in the collector, merges with the ‘old man’ image. The fact is, for children, renewing existence is something that can
         be done a hundred times over; the ability is never lost. Back then, in childhood, collecting is only one process of renewal, another is painting things, another cutting out, yet another copying, and so on through the whole gamut
         of the child’s methods of appropriation from grabbing things right up to naming them. Making the old world new again – that
         is the deepest drive in the collector’s desire to acquire new things, and that is why the collector of older books is closer
         to the fount of collecting than the person interested in reprints for bibliophiles.

      
      A word or two now about how books cross the threshold of a collection, how they become the property of a collector, the history
         of their acquisition.

      
      Of all the ways of getting hold of books, the most laudable is deemed to be writing them yourself. Some of you will at this
         point recall with delight the large library that Jean Paul’s impoverished little schoolmaster Wutz acquired over time by noting all the works whose titles interested him in exhibition
         catalogues and, since he could not afford to buy them, writing them himself. Actually, writers are people who write books
         not out of poverty but out of dissatisfaction with the books they could afford but do not like. That, ladies and gentlemen,
         you will regard as a whimsical definition of the writer; but everything said from the standpoint of a true collector is whimsical.

      
      Among common modes of acquisition, the neatest for the collector is undoubtedly borrowing followed by failing to return. The
         sort of book-borrower on a grand scale that we are looking at here shows himself to be an inveterate book-collector not just
         (say) by the fervour with which he hangs on to his borrowed hoard and receives all reminders from the everyday world of legality
         with deaf ears; far more by the fact that he does not read the books either. Take it from me (a man with experience in such
         matters): it has been a more frequent occurrence that someone does occasionally return a book I had lent him than that he
         has read it, for instance. And is that (you will ask) typical of the collector – not reading books? Not at all. No. Experts
         will tell you that in fact nothing has changed in this respect; let me simply remind you of the reply that, again, [Anatole]
         France held in readiness for those philistines who, having admired his library, rounded matters off with the obligatory question:
         ‘And you’ve read all these, Mr France?’ ‘Not one tenth of them. Do you dine every day off your Sèvres?’

      
      I, incidentally, have had occasion to cross-check how right such an attitude is. For years (certainly for the first third
         of its existence hitherto) my library consisted of no more than two or three rows of books, which grew only by centimetres
         annually. This was its martial age, when no book was allowed in it that I had not quoted from, that I had not read. I might
         never have attained anything that, in terms of extent, may properly be called a library had it not been for the period of inflation, which abruptly switched the emphasis to things, turning books
         into assets or at least making them difficult to get hold of. At least, that is how it seemed in Switzerland. For it was from
         there (and at the last minute, so to speak) that I placed my first major book orders, getting my hands on such essential items
         as the Blue Rider or Bachofen’s Myth of Tanaquil, both then still available from the publisher.

      
      Well, you’ll be thinking, after all this toing and froing we were bound to come eventually to the broad avenue of book acquisition:
         buying books. It is indeed a broad avenue, but not a leisurely one. For the book-collector, buying has very little in common
         with what a student, getting hold of a textbook, or a man of the world, looking for a gift for his lady, or a commercial traveller,
         in search of something to shorten the next railway journey, does in a bookshop. My most memorable purchases were made on holiday
         – when I happened to be passing. Possession, ownership, are tactical matters. Collectors are people with an instinct for tactics;
         in their experience, when they take a fresh town the tiniest antique shop may constitute a fortress, the most out-of-the-away
         stationer’s a key position. What a quantity of cities have revealed themselves to me through those marches undertaken in search
         of books to conquer!

      
      Of the most important purchases, of course, only a few involve visiting a dealer. Catalogues play a far greater role. And
         no matter how well the purchaser knows the book he has ordered from a catalogue, the copy will always come as a surprise and
         ordering always represent some risk. But as well as dire disappointments there are also those happy finds. I recall, for instance,
         once having ordered a book with coloured illustrations for my old collection of children’s books purely on the grounds that
         it contained stories by Albert Ludwig Grimm and had been published in a town called Grimma in Thuringia. But Grimma was the place of publication indicated in a book of tales brought out by the same Albert Ludwig Grimm. And the copy
         of that book of tales in my possession, with its sixteen illustrations, was the only surviving example of the early work of
         the great German illustrator [Johann Peter] Lyser, who lived in Hamburg around the middle of the last [nineteenth] century.
         Well, my reaction to the consonance of the names had been quite correct. Here again I discovered pictures by Lyser – and indeed
         a work (Linas Märchenbuch, ‘Lina’s book of fairy tales’) of which all his bibliographers are unaware and that merits a more detailed reference than
         this, my first allusion to it.

      
      It is certainly not true that buying books is all about money or all about expertise. Not even the two combined will suffice
         to set up a proper library, which always has something inscrutable and at the same time unmistakable about it. Anyone buying
         from a catalogue must also, in addition to the things mentioned, possess a fine instinct. Year numbers, place names, formats,
         previous owners, bindings, and so on, all these things must speak to him – and not just to convey dry information, either;
         they need to sound in concert, and depending on the harmony and clarity of that sound he has to be able to recognize whether
         such and such a book is his or not.

      
      Quite different again are the skills an auction will call for in the collector. So far as the catalogue reader is concerned,
         the book alone must say something to him, as must its previous owner, possibly, where the provenance of the copy is known.
         Anyone joining the bidding must divide his attention equally between the book and rival bidders and at the same time keep
         a cool enough head not to (as regularly happens) become sucked into the competitive struggle, ultimately reaching the stage
         where, having bid more to beat his man than to acquire the book, he finds himself landed with an elevated purchase price.
         On the other hand, among the collector’s finest memories will be the moment when he leapt to the aid of a book that he may never in his life have spared a thought for, let alone a wish,
         and for the simple reason that there it stood, all forlorn and abandoned on the open market, bought it (as the prince did
         to a beautiful slave girl in the tale from A Thousand and One Nights) in order it to set it free. The fact is, for the book-collector the true freedom of all books is somewhere on his shelves.

      
      As a monument to my most exciting auction experience, I still have in my library, towering over long rows of French volumes,
         Balzac’s Peau de chagrin. The experience dates from 1915 and occurred at the Rümann auction at the premises of Emil Hirsch, one of the greatest bibliophiles
         and at the same time most distinguished dealers. The edition in question was published in Paris at Place de la Bourse in 1838.
         Picking up my copy, I see not just the number that it had in the Rümann Collection but also the label of the bookshop where
         the first purchaser bought it more than ninety years ago for approximately one eightieth of its price today. ‘Papeterie I.
         Flanneau’, it says. What a time that was, when such splendid works (for the steel engravings in this book were designed by
         the finest French draughtsmen and executed by the finest engravers) could be purchased at a stationer’s. But I was telling
         you how I came to acquire the book. I had attended the viewing at Emil Hirsch’s and had picked up and put down forty or fifty
         volumes – this one, though, with a burning desire never to let it go. The day of the auction arrived. It so happened that
         this copy of Peau de chagrin was preceded in the bidding order by the complete series of its illustrations in offprints from China. The bidders sat at
         a long table; at an angle across from me the man on whom, in anticipation of the sale just coming up, all eyes were focused:
         the famous Munich collector, Baron von Simolin. He was keen on this series, but he had rivals; in short, there was a sharp
         struggle, out of which came the highest bid of the whole auction, a price of well over 3,000 reichsmarks. No one seemed to have expected so high a sum, and a stir went through those present.
         Emil Hirsch ignored this and, either to save time or for some other reason, proceeded to the next item largely unheeded by
         the assembled buyers. He called out the reserve and I, with my heart in my throat and in the clear knowledge that I was no
         match for any of the great collectors present, bid slightly above it. However, without insisting on the attention of the assembly,
         the auctioneer went on to utter the usual form of words, ‘No further bids’, and with three blows of his gavel (separated,
         it seemed to me, by almost limitless stretches of time) knocked the item down to me. As a student, I still found the sum high
         enough. However, next morning’s visit to the pawnshop no longer forms part of this story; instead, let me tell you about an
         incident that I should describe as the reverse side of the auction. This had occurred at a Berlin auction the year before.
         On offer was what in terms of both quality and subject matter was a very mixed batch of books, the only interest attaching
         to a number of rare works on occultism and natural philosophy. I bid for some of these, but whenever I did so I became aware
         of a gentleman towards the front who seemed only to have awaited my intervention before putting in a suitably higher bid of
         his own. When this had happened to me enough times, I gave up all hope of acquiring the book I was keenest on that day. This
         was the rare Fragmente aus dem Nachlass eines jungen Physikers [‘Fragments from the unpublished works of a young physicist’] that Johann Wilhelm Ritter published in 2 volumes in Heidelberg
         in 1810. The work was never reissued, but the Foreword (in which the writer, by way of delivering an obituary of his allegedly
         deceased anonymous friend, who is in fact none other than himself, describes his own life) has always struck me as the most
         important personal prose text of German Romanticism. In the very instant of the number being called out, I had a flash of inspiration. It was simple enough: since my bidding inevitably resulted in the item being knocked down to the other man,
         I must not bid. I forced myself to remain silent. What I had hoped for supervened: no interest, no bid, the book went back.
         I thought it was a good idea to let a few days pass. Sure enough, when I appeared at the antiquarian’s a week later I found
         the book there, and the lack of interest that had been shown in it was much to my advantage in buying it.

      
      The memories that come flooding in, each time one digs into the mound of packing cases in order to extract the books by a
         process of open-pit or should I say deep-pit mining! Nothing could better highlight the fascination of such unpacking than
         how hard it is to stop. I had begun at noon, and it was midnight before I had worked my way through to the last few cases.
         Here, however, right at the end, I came across two faded hardcovers that ought not, strictly speaking, to have been in a case
         of books at all: two albums with those little pictures we call Oblaten pasted in by my mother as a child, which I had inherited. They are the seeds of a library of children’s books that continues
         to grow all the time, albeit no longer in my garden.

      
      There is no living library that is not home to a number of book-related objects from fringe areas. These will not necessarily
         be Oblatenalben or family records, autographs or bound volumes of pandects or devotional texts: some will have to do with handbills and pamphlets,
         others with facsimile manuscripts or typewritten copies of untraceable books, and of course newspapers in particular may constitute
         the prismatic edges of a library. But to get back to those albums, actually inheritance is the soundest way of coming by a
         collection. For the collector’s attitude to his possessions derives from the feeling of commitment that the proprietor harbours
         towards his property. So it is in the highest sense the stance of the heir. The noblest title a collection can bear is therefore
         its inheritability. In saying this I am (and I want you to know this) fully aware of how much such expansion of the imaginary world enshrined in collecting will
         strengthen many of you in your conviction of the outmoded nature of this passion, in your suspicion of the collector as a
         type. Nothing is farther from my intention than to unsettle you here, either in that view or in that suspicion. Just remember:
         the collecting phenomenon, when it loses its subject, loses its point. Public collections may be less offensive from the social
         standpoint, more useful from the academic standpoint than private ones – but it is only in the latter that things, items,
         receive their due. Moreover, I know that as regards the type of person I have been talking about here, the type that, slightly
         ex officio, I have been championing in your eyes – well, his days are numbered. However, as Hegel says, only at nightfall does Minerva’s
         owl take wing. Only with the passing of the collector are people beginning to understand collecting.

      
      Now, with the last packing case still only half-empty, it is already well past midnight. Other thoughts fill me than those
         of which I have spoken. Not thoughts; images, memories. Memories of the cities where I found so many of these things: Riga,
         Naples, Munich, Danzig, Moscow, Florence, Basel, Paris; memories of the splendid premises of Rosenthal in Munich, of the Stockturm
         in Danzig, home to the late Hans Rhaue, of Süssengut’s musty book cellars in Berlin N; memories of the parlours where these
         books once stood, my student lodgings in Munich, my digs in Bern, the isolation of Iseltwald on Lake Brienz, and lastly my
         bedroom as a boy, from which come a mere four or five of the several thousand volumes that are starting to pile up around
         me. The bliss of the collector, the bliss of the private individual! No one has been less ferreted out and none felt better
         for it than the man who, behind his Spitzweg mask,4 has been allowed to pursue his disreputable existence. The fact is, inside him spirits (little ones, anyway) have taken up
         residence – with the result that, for the collector (a real one, I mean, a collector as he should be), ownership is the very deepest relationship
         a person can have with things: not that they live inside him; it is he who lives in them. In this talk I have shown you one
         of his houses, where the bricks are books, and now, fittingly, he disappears inside.

      
      [1931]

      
      
      
      
      Brief History of Photography

      
      
      The mist that lies over the early days of photography is not quite as thick as the one that still lingers over the beginnings
         of printing; more plainly, perhaps, than in the case of the latter, the invention’s time had come and more than one person
         had sensed its approach; people, namely, who were working independently of one another towards the same goal: capturing those
         images in the camera obscura that had been known about at least since Leonardo. When after some five years of striving Niépce
         and Daguerre both succeeded in this simultaneously, the state, aided by the inventors’ running into patent-law problems, intervened
         and turned those problems to advantage to make of this a public matter. Thus were created the conditions for a continuously
         accelerated development that for a long time ruled out any kind of looking back. As a result, years passed before anyone thought
         about the historical or, if you like, philosophical questions suggested by the rise and fall of photography. And if nowadays
         those questions are beginning to enter awareness, there is a precise reason why. The most recent literature takes up the striking
         circumstance that the heyday of photography, coinciding with the work of Hill and Cameron, of Hugo and Nadar, falls within
         its first decade.

      
      That, however, was the decade preceding its industrialization. Not that, even at this early stage, barkers and charlatans
         had not already seized upon the technology for commercial reasons; they did so, indeed, in vast numbers. Yet that had more to do with the skills of the fairground (where photography has in fact
         always felt at home) than with industry. Industry did not conquer the field until the ‘carte-de-visite’ photograph, the first
         producer of which significantly became a very wealthy man.1 It would come as no surprise to find the photographic practices that have today, for the first time, directed attention back
         to that pre-industrial heyday bearing a subterranean link to the upheaval affecting capitalist industry. However, that does
         nothing to ease the task of turning the charm of the images in the latest fine publications on early photography2 to account in order to furnish genuine insights into their essence. Attempts to master the subject theoretically have been
         rudimentary in the extreme. And for all the debates that were devoted to the subject in the last [nineteenth] century, they
         never, deep down, broke free of the nonsensical mould with the aid of which a chauvinist rag named the Leipziger Stadtanzeiger felt it must foil the devilry coming from France while there was still time. ‘Trying to capture fleeting reflections,’ we
         read there, ‘is not merely an impossibility, as intensive German examination has shown; the very wish to do so is blasphemous.
         Man is created in God’s image, and the image of God cannot be captured by any human machine. At most the divine artist, under
         the stimulus of heavenly inspiration, may venture to reproduce the divine/human features in moments of utmost dedication and
         in response to the supreme call of his genius, dispensing with any kind of mechanical aid.’ Here, with all the gravity of
         its own ungainliness, there appears that philistine concept of ‘art’ that will entertain no technological consideration whatsoever,
         feeling that the provocative advent of the new technology heralds its end. Yet it is this fetishistic, fundamentally anti-technological
         view of art that the theoreticians of photography have spent almost a century seeking to rebut – without ever, of course,
         coming close to a result. For what they were trying to achieve was to accredit the photographer before the very bench he had
         upturned. A quite different wind blows through the speech that the physicist Arago,3 advocating Daguerre’s invention, gave to the Chamber of Deputies on 3 July 1839. The beautiful thing about that speech is
         the way it embraces every sphere of human activity. The panorama it sketches is broad enough to make the dubious authentication
         of photography as against painting (present even here) appear unimportant, allowing a sense of the true scope of the invention
         to unfold instead. ‘When inventors of a new device,’ Arago says, ‘apply it to observing nature, what they themselves had expected
         of it is invariably trivial in comparison with the series of subsequent discoveries to which the device has led.’ In a sweeping
         arc the speech spans the entire field of new technology from astrophysics to philology: side by side with a look at star photography
         stands the idea of recording a corpus of Egyptian hieroglyphics.

      
      Daguerre’s photographs were iodized silver plates exposed in the camera obscura. They had to be angled to and fro until in
         the right light a delicate grey picture could be made out. Each one was unique; the average cost of a plate in 1839 was twenty-five
         gold francs. Often they were kept in cases like pieces of jewellery. In the hands of certain painters, however, they became
         technical aids. Seventy years later Utrillo painted his fascinating views of houses and urban landscapes in the Parisian banlieue not from life but from picture postcards, while noted British portrait painter David Octavius Hill based his 1843 fresco
         of the first General Synod of the Church of Scotland on a major series of portrait photographs. But they were photographs
         he had taken himself. And it is such images (simple tools intended for personal use) that gave his name a place in the history
         books, while as a painter he is no longer remembered. Granted, some studies go even deeper into the new technology than this
         series of heads: anonymous pictures of people, but not portraits. Such heads had long existed in paintings. Where these were handed
         down within families, someone would occasionally inquire who was represented. But after two or three generations that kind
         of interest fell silent: the paintings, where they have survived, do so simply as testimony to the art of the person who painted
         them. In photography, however, we find something new and special: that Newhaven fishwife seen with a downward gaze of such
         casual, seductive modesty retains something that is not wholly accounted for as testimony to the art of Hill the photographer,
         something that cannot be silenced, asking intemperately after the name of the woman who was alive then, is still real here,
         and will always refuse to be entirely taken up in something called ‘art’.

      
      
         And I ask: how did the adornment of these locks

         And this gaze frame the former beings!

         How did it kiss, this mouth, desire for which

         Curls pointlessly towards it, smoke without fire!4


      
      Or turn to the picture of Dauthendey, the photographer, father of the poet, at the time of his engagement to the woman whom
         he then, one day soon after the birth of their sixth child, found lying in the bedroom of his Moscow house with her wrists
         slit. Here she can be seen at his side, he is holding her, apparently; but her gaze goes right past him, fixed on (almost
         sucking at) an ominous remoteness. Once one has spent long enough staring at an image like that, soaking it in, one sees to
         what extent, here again, opposites meet: faultless technique is capable of conferring on what is evoked a magical value such
         as, for us, a painting can no longer possess. For all the photographer’s skill and all the deliberation that has gone into
         his model’s pose, the viewer feels an irresistible urge to scan that image for the tiny spark of chance, of Here and Now, with which reality has, as it were, singed its pictorial character through and through, to identify
         the one barely perceptible spot where, in the suchness of that long-gone moment, the future still (and so eloquently) lodges
         today in a way that enables us, looking back, to locate it. The fact is, it is a different nature that speaks to the camera
         than speaks to the eye; different above all in that, rather than a space permeated with human consciousness, here is one permeated
         with unconsciousness. While it is quite normal for a person to have some idea (even if it is only a vague idea) of how people
         walk, for instance, that person will certainly know nothing (not any more) about their posture in the split second of their
         stepping out. Photography, with its aids (slow-motion sequences, close-ups), will tell him. Only photography can show him
         the optical unconscious, just as it is only through psychoanalysis that he learns of the compulsive unconscious. Structural
         features, cell tissue, things with which engineering and medicine deal daily – all this is by nature more closely related
         to the camera than the atmospheric landscape or the affecting portrait. At the same time, photography reveals the physiognomical
         aspects of this material, pictorial worlds that inhabit the tiniest dimensions, interpretable and sufficiently tucked away
         to have found shelter in daydreams but now, large and formulable as they have become, to render visible the difference between
         technology and magic as a thoroughly historical variable. In this way Blossfeldt,5 with his astonishing plant photographs, brought out the earliest column forms in horsetail, the bishop’s crosier in ostrich
         fern, totem poles in chestnut and maple shoots magnified tenfold, and Gothic tracery in fuller’s teasel. Surely that is why
         the models who posed for someone like Hill were themselves not far from the truth in feeling that, for them, ‘the phenomenon
         of photography’ was still an ‘extremely mysterious experience’; even if, so far as they were concerned, this was perhaps simply an awareness of ‘standing in front of a piece of apparatus that was capable of producing, in almost no time
         at all, an image of the visible world as full of life and truth as nature itself ’. It has been said of Hill’s camera that
         it exercises a discreet reserve. His models, however, are no less reserved; they evince a certain shyness in front of the
         camera, and the guiding principle of a later practitioner from the heyday of photography (‘Never look into the lens!’) might
         have been derived from the way they conduct themselves. Yet what was meant was not the ‘look at you’ of animals, people, and babies that involves the customer in so dishonest a fashion and that cannot be countered more effectively
         than by citing what Dauthendey Snr. said of daguerreotypy: ‘At first […],’ the older Dauthendey reported, ‘people were scared
         to spend long looking at the earliest pictures he [Daguerre] brought out. The clarity of the figures alarmed them, making
         them think the tiny faces of the people in the picture could see them, so extraordinary was the effect that the unwonted sharpness and unusually true-to-life nature of the first daguerrotype
         images had on all who saw them.’

      
      These first reproduced humans entered photography’s field of view very chastely or perhaps one should say uncaptioned. Newspapers
         were still luxury items that few actually bought for themselves, looking at them in cafés instead, and the photographic process
         had yet to become their tool. In the early days, very few people saw their names in print. The human face came wrapped in
         silence; it was a reposeful object for the eye. In short, the whole potential of this portrait art rested on the fact that
         no connection between actuality and photo had yet been drawn. Many of Hill’s portraits were taken in Edinburgh’s Greyfriars
         Kirkyard – nothing is more characteristic of these early days, unless it was how much the models were at home there. And indeed,
         according to one picture Hill took, this cemetery is itself a kind of interior, a secluded, fenced-off space where, leant
         against an outside wall, rising from the grass is one gravestone that, recessed like a fireplace, has an inscription inside
         it where there should be leaping flames. Yet never would this location have been so hugely effective had its choice not been
         dictated by technical reasons. The low photosensitivity of the early plates called for a lengthy exposure in the open air.
         This in turn made it seem desirable that the subjects to be photographed should be placed in surroundings as secluded as possible,
         where nothing stood in the way of serene composure.

      
      ‘The synthesis of the expression imposed by the model’s keeping still for a long time,’ says Orlik6 of early photography, ‘is the chief reason (alongside a plainness resembling well-drawn or painted portraits) why these [early]
         photographs exert a more forceful, longer-lasting impression on the viewer than recent products of the medium.’ The process
         itself caused models to live not forth from the moment but out into the moment;7 during the lengthy exposure time required by these photos, they grew into the picture, so to speak, thus contrasting crucially
         with the figures in a snapshot, which latter corresponds to that altered environment in which (as Kracauer8 has aptly remarked) the same fraction of a second as the exposure lasts for will determine ‘whether a sportsman becomes so
         famous that photographers working for the illustrated press [continue to] expose him’.

      
      Everything about these early pictures was so constituted as to last; not only the incomparable groups into which people assembled
         (and the disappearance of which was undoubtedly one of the most specific symptoms of what was happening in society in the
         second half of the century) – even the folds into which a garment falls in these pictures last longer. Look at Schelling’s
         jacket: he can pass into immortality with complete confidence wearing that. The shapes it has assumed from its wearer are
         no disgrace to the lines on the man’s face. Briefly, it looks very much as if Bernhard von Brentano9 was right in supposing ‘that a photographer working in 1850 stood at the same elevation as his instrument’ – for the first
         and (for many years) last time.

      
      Something else must be done if we wish to gain a due appreciation of the huge impact daguerrotypy had at the time of its discovery:
         we need to bear in mind that, during those years, plein-air painting had begun to open up wholly new perspectives for the more advanced among its practitioners. Aware that, precisely
         in this area, photography would soon be called upon to take the baton from painting, even Arago, looking back historically
         at the early experiments of Giovanni Battista Porta,10 says expressly, ‘As regards the effect that derives from the imperfect transparency of our atmosphere (and that has also
         been characterized by the improper term “air perspective”), not even experienced painters expect the camera obscura’ – he
         means copying the images appearing in it – ‘to help them bring out the same with exactitude.’ The moment Daguerre succeeded
         in fixing camera obscura images, painting had in this respect been supplanted by technology.

      
      The real victim of photography, however, was not landscape painting but the portrait miniature. Things developed so rapidly
         that as early as 1840 most miniature painters (and there were vast numbers of them) were practising photography – only as
         a sideline at first but soon full-time. In this they found that the experience they brought from their original trade came
         in handy, and it was not their artistic training so much as their training as craftsmen that accounted for the high standard
         of their photographic work. Very gradually this transitional generation disappeared; in fact, a kind of biblical blessing
         appears to have been bestowed on those early photographers: Nadar, Stelzner, Pierson, and Bayard all lived into their [late
         eighties or] nineties or even passed the hundred mark. Eventually, though, the ranks of professional photography came to be dominated by businessmen, and when later the retouched negative (with which the incompetent
         painter took his revenge on photography) became commonplace there was a steep decline in taste.

      
      That was the time when photograph albums began to fill up. The favourite places for them were the coldest in the home, on
         console or pedestal tables in the parlour. There they lay, leather-bound tomes with repulsive metal clasps and pages with
         gold edges as wide as your finger on which absurdly draped or beribboned figures (Uncle Alex and Auntie Becca, Trudi as a
         little girl, dad in his first year at uni) were arranged and finally, to complete the disgrace, oneself: as fake Tyrolean,
         caught in mid-yodel, waving a hat against a painted backcloth, or in a smart sailor-suit, properly posed, one leg taking the
         weight, the other leg free, leaning against a shiny mast. The props used in those portraits with their pedestals, balustrades,
         and oval tables are a further reminder of an era when, because of the long exposure times required, models had to be given
         supports to keep them still. Initially, the ‘headrest’ or ‘knee brace’ had sufficed, but before long ‘other accessories followed
         such as could be seen in famous paintings and therefore must be “artistic”. First came the column and the curtain.’ The more
         capable operators were having to combat this nonsense as early as the 1860s. In an English manual of the period we read, ‘In
         painted portraits the column has a semblance of plausibility, but the way in which it is used in photography is ridiculous;
         since as a rule it rises from a carpet. Everyone is going to know for a fact that you do not build marble or granite columns
         on the foundation of a carpet.’ It was the era of those studios full of drapery and palm trees, tapestries and easels, those
         interiors that fluctuate so ambiguously between site of pompous display and place of execution, torture chamber and throne
         room, one deeply distressing example of which has come down to us in the form of an early portrait of Kafka. There, in a tight-fitting, somehow humiliating child’s outfit overloaded with lace trimmings stands
         the approximately six-year-old boy in a kind of conservatory landscape. Palm fronds rise stiffly in the background. And as
         if to make this upholstered version of the tropics even more suffocating and sultry, the model holds in his left hand a disproportionately
         large, broad-brimmed hat of the kind Spaniards have. The child would no doubt disappear in this arrangement were it not for
         the immeasurably sad gaze of a pair of eyes commanding this landscape laid out for their benefit.

      
      The image, in its infinite sorrowfulness, forms a counterpart to earlier photography, where people did not yet look out into
         the world with the same divulsed, utterly forlorn look as is worn by the boy here. There was an aura about them, a medium
         that in permeating their gaze gives it a fullness and confidence. And once again the technological equivalent is obvious;
         it consists in the absolute continuum from the brightest light to the darkest shadow. Here too, incidentally, we find further
         confirmation of the law of the heralding of fresh achievements in an earlier technology – in this case the way in which, prior
         to its decline, the former fashion for portrait painting ushered in a unique flowering of the mezzotint process. Granted,
         mezzotint was a reproductive technology that only subsequently combined with the new technology of photography. As in mezzotint
         engravings, with someone like Hill light struggles to emerge from darkness: Orlik speaks of ‘the use of light to bring things
         together’ [zusammenfassende Lichtführung] that resulted from the long exposure times and accounted for ‘the size of these early photographs’. And among contemporaries
         of the invention [daguerrotypy], Delaroche himself noted the ‘unprecedented, delightful’ general impression that ‘in no way
         disturbed the calm of the masses’.

      
      So much for the dependence of the auratic phenomenon on technology. Certain group shots in particular recapture a lively togetherness such as appears here on the plate for a brief while before being destroyed by the ‘original photograph’. It is
         this gossamer circle that is beautifully and meaningfully described, sometimes by the henceforth old-fashioned oval shape
         within which a picture was framed. That is why to stress the ‘artistic perfection’ or ‘good taste’ of these incunabula of
         photography is to misinterpret them. Such pictures were taken in interiors where the photographer that the client faced was
         primarily a technologist of the latest school; for the photographer, however, the client belonged to a rising class and was
         possessed of an aura that had found its way into every fold of the bourgeois coat or of the cravat. That aura is not, you
         see, just the product of a primitive camera. On the contrary, in this early period subject and technology are as perfectly
         matched as in the ensuing period of decline they drift apart. The fact is, it was not long before advances in optics made
         cameras available that wholly overcame obscurity and recorded appearances with mirror-like precision. Photographers, however,
         in the years after 1880, saw their job as being rather to feign the aura that, with the ousting of obscurity through the medium
         of more light-sensitive lenses, was in and of itself being ousted from the picture in precisely the same way as, through the
         increasing degeneration of the imperialist bourgeoisie, it was being ousted from reality. They saw their job as being to feign
         that aura with the aid of all the tricks of retouching, notably the so-called ‘flexograph’. Hence, particularly during the
         art nouveau period, the fashion for a dimly lit tone shot through with artificial reflections; yet for all the half-light
         one pose emerged with mounting clarity, a pose whose stiffness betrayed the powerlessness of that generation in the face of
         technological progress.

      
      Nevertheless, the crucial thing about photography is again and again the relationship of the photographer to his technology.
         Camille Recht characterized this in a very nice image. ‘The violin player,’ he said, ‘has to shape the note, he has to look for it, locating it in an instant, while the piano player
         strikes the key – and the note sounds. Painter and photographer alike have their instruments. For the painter, the processes
         of drawing and colouring correspond to the note-shaping of violin-playing, while the photographer and the piano player have
         the advantage of the mechanical dimension, which is subject to restrictive laws that place nothing like the same compulsion
         on the violinist. No Paderewski will ever garner the fame or exert the almost legendary magic of a Paganini.’ There is, however
         (staying with the image), a Busoni of photography, and that is Atget. Both were virtuosos, but at the same time they were
         both precursors. An unparalleled absorption in the matter in hand, coupled with the greatest precision, is common to both
         men. Even their features show an element of similarity. Atget was an actor who, repelled by the acting business, stripped
         off the mask and proceeded to remove the make-up from reality, too. Poor and obscure, he lived in Paris, unloading pictures
         on amateurs who can have been scarcely less eccentric than himself, and shortly afterwards died, leaving behind him an oeuvre
         of more than four thousand photographs. Berenice Abbott of New York collected these images, and a selection of them has just
         been published in an extremely handsome volume, edited and introduced by Camille Recht.11 Contemporary journalism ‘knew nothing of the man, who would tour the studios flogging his images for a few pence each, often
         simply for the price of one of those picture postcards that used, around 1900, to depict the city’s sights so beautifully,
         bathed in blue night with a retouched moon. He stood at the pole of supreme mastery; however, with the obstinate modesty of
         a major talent who lived his life in the shadows he omitted to plant his flag there. As a result, others have been able to
         believe they found the pole first, though Atget had been there before them.’ And it is true: Atget’s images of Paris are the forerunners of Surrealist photography; the advance guard of the only truly massive column that Surrealism has managed
         to mobilize. Atget is the first to disinfect the stuffy atmosphere exuded by the conventional portrait photography of the
         age of decadence. He cleanses that atmosphere; he clears it away completely: Atget is the man who ushers in the liberation
         of object from aura that is the least questionable service performed by the latest school of photography. When Bifur or Variété, two avant-garde journals, published mere details (part of a banister, say, or the leafless crown of a tree whose branches
         repeatedly intersect a gaslight, or maybe a house wall, or a candelabrum with a lifebelt bearing the name of the city) captioned
         ‘Westminster’, ‘Lille’, ‘Antwerp’, or ‘Breslau’, these are simply heightened literary references to motifs discovered by Atget.
         He sought out the mislaid, the abandoned, making even images such as these turn against the exotic, bombastic, Romantic resonance
         of city names; they suck the aura out of reality like water out of a sinking ship.

      
      What is aura, in fact? A gossamer fabric woven of space and time: a unique manifestation of a remoteness, however close at
         hand. Lying back on a summer’s afternoon, gazing at a mountain range on the horizon or watching a branch as it casts its shadow
         over the beholder, until the moment or the hour shares in the manifestation – that is called breathing in the aura of those
         mountains, that branch. Well, ‘bringing things closer’ (not simply to oneself but to the masses) is as passionate an inclination
         on the part of present-day man as overcoming the uniqueness in every situation by reproducing it. We see more cogent evidence
         daily of the need to apprehend an object in an image (or rather in a copy, a reproduction) from very close to. And there is
         no mistaking the difference between the reproduction (such as illustrated papers and weekly news round-ups always have to
         hand) and the image. Uniqueness and duration are as tightly intertwined in the latter as are transience and reiterability in the former. Stripping the object of its sheath, shattering the aura –
         these characterize a kind of perception where a sense of all things similar in the world is so highly developed that, through
         reproduction, it even mines similarity from what happens only once. Atget, almost invariably, ignored ‘the major sights and
         so-called landmarks’, simply passing them by; but not a long line of boot-lasts; not the Parisian courtyards where from dusk
         to dawn rows of handcarts stand waiting; not the uncleared tables and stacks of washing-up seen in simultaneous profusion;
         not the brothel at no. 5, Rue…, the ‘5’ appearing at four different points on the façade of the building, hugely magnified.
         Remarkably, though, most of these pictures are empty: Porte d’Arcueil with its fortifications, the grand staircases, courtyards,
         café terraces – all empty; Place du Tertre, empty as it should be. They are not lonely, just devoid of feeling; the city in
         these pictures is like an empty apartment that has yet to find new tenants. These are the works in which Surrealist photography
         prepares a salutary alienation between the surrounding world and the human being, clearing the field for the politically schooled
         eye to which all intimacy falls away in favour of the illumination of detail.

      
      One thing is clear: this new way of seeing has least to gain where people normally proceeded most loosely: in professional,
         prestige portrait photography. On the other hand, doing without people is, for photography, the least doable thing of all.
         And if anyone was unaware of this, the finest Russian films have shown that milieu and landscape too become accessible only
         to the photographer capable of capturing them in the nameless manifestation presented in their features. However, the possibility
         of that happening is again largely determined by the subject being photographed. The generation that was not obsessed with
         being handed down to posterity in photographs but rather, when photographs were being taken, withdrew somewhat shyly into its living space (like Schopenhauer in that picture taken in Frankfurt around 1850, sunk in an armchair) but for that
         very reason arranged to have the living space included in the photograph – that generation did not pass its virtues on. Then,
         for the first time in decades, the motion picture gave the Russians the opportunity to have people who had no use for their
         photo appear before the camera. And immediately the human face appeared on the plate with a fresh, immeasurable significance.

      
      But this was no longer a portrait. What was it? To his eternal credit, a German photographer (August Sander) promptly answered
         the question.12 Sander assembled a series of heads to rival the tremendous gallery of physiognomies begun by men like Eisenstein and Pudowkin,
         and he did so from the viewpoint of science. ‘His work, which is structured in seven groups corresponding to the existing
         social order, is to be published in some 45 portfolios of 12 photographic plates each.’ So far we have a selection comprising
         60 reproductions and providing an inexhaustible source of material for consideration. ‘Taking as his starting point the peasant
         farmer, man bound to the soil, Sander leads the viewer through all strata of society and types of occupation, up to representatives
         of the highest civilization and down to the level of idiots.’ The author approached this mammoth task not as a scholar, enjoying
         the advice of racial theorists or social researchers, but rather, as the publisher remarks, ‘from direct observation’. It
         was certainly a very unprejudiced, not to say bold, approach, but at the same time one that was delicate, specifically in
         the sense of Goethe’s observation, ‘There is a delicate empiricism that identifies deeply with the object and in that way
         becomes genuine theory.’

      
      Accordingly, it is entirely right that such an observer as Döblin, pouncing on the scientific elements in the work, should
         remark [in his Introduction to Sander’s volume]: ‘Just as there is a comparative anatomy, on the basis of which one first
         attains a view of nature and the history of organs, in the same way this photographer practises comparative photography, thus reaching
         a scientific standpoint beyond that of detail photographers.’ It would be a shame if economic circumstances were to prevent
         further publication of this extraordinary body of work. For the publisher’s ear, however, in addition to this general word
         of encouragement we can cite one that is more specific. Works like Sander’s could become unexpectedly topical overnight. Shifts
         of power (such as are currently due in Germany) usually cause some development and sharpening of the physiognomic approach
         to become vitally necessary. Whether one is from the right or from the left, one will have to get used to being judged by
         one’s origins. One will need, for one’s own part, to judge others likewise. Sander’s work is more than just a picture book;
         it is an atlas of practical instruction.

      
      ‘There is in our era no work of art that receives closer attention than the portrait photograph of oneself, one’s closest
         relatives and friends, one’s lovers,’ Lichtwark wrote as early as 1907,13 thus shifting the investigation out of the realm of aesthetic distinctions and into social functions. Only from this point
         can it make further progress. Significantly, in fact, the debate became most turgid where it concerned the aesthetics of ‘photography
         as art’, while the so much less dubious social circumstance of ‘art as photography’, for example, was scarcely deemed worthy
         of a glance. Yet the effect of the photographic reproduction of works of art is very much more important as regards the function
         of art than the greater or lesser artistic quality of photography, for the benefit of which experience has become ‘camera
         fodder’. The fact is, the amateur photographer returning from a walk with a stack of artistic originals is no more welcome
         a sight than the hunter bringing back from the hide huge quantities of game that are of use only to the dealer. The day does
         indeed seem almost upon us when there will be more shops selling illustrated journals than there are game and wildfowl dealers. So much for ‘taking snaps’.

      
      However, things look quite different as soon we turn from photography as art to art as photography. Everyone will have had
         the opportunity to observe how much more easily an image (but above all a piece of sculpture, and now even architecture) can
         be grasped in a photograph than in reality. The temptation, certainly, is simply to put this down to the collapsing feeling
         for art, to blame it on a failing on the part of modern man. Against this, though, is the recognition of how, at approximately
         the same time as the development of reproductive technology, the reception of great works of art has changed. No longer can
         they be seen as having been produced by individuals; they have become collective constructs – so enormous that assimilating
         them is now virtually conditional on reducing them in size. In the final analysis, mechanical methods of reproduction are
         a technology of reduction; they help people to achieve that degree of mastery of artworks without which the works never find
         a use.

      
      If one thing characterizes the current relationship between art and photography, it is the unresolved tension introduced between
         the two by the fact of works of art being photographed. Many of those who, as photographers, give the technology its current
         face originally came from painting. They turned their backs on painting after trying to shift its means of expression into
         a living, unambiguous relationship with present-day life. The more alert they became to signs of the times, the more problematic
         their starting point gradually came to seem in their eyes. Because once again, as first happened eighty years ago, photography
         has allowed painting to pass it the baton. ‘The creative possibilities of the new,’ says Moholy-Nagy, ‘are usually revealed
         slowly by such ancient forms, antiquated instruments and areas of creativity, which have already, in principle, been rendered
         obsolete by the emergence of the new but which, under pressure from the gathering new, allow themselves to be forced into a euphoric flowering. In this way, for instance, Futurist
         (static) painting came up with the clearly outlined problem area of simultaneity of movement, how to give physical form to
         the time-moment, which was later to provoke its own destruction – and this at a time, remember, when film was already known
         of but still very inadequately grasped […] Similarly, it is possible, proceeding with care, to regard some of the painters
         working nowadays with objectively representational means (Neoclassicists and Verists) as precursors of a new representational
         mode of visual design that will soon be making use of purely mechanical techniques.’ And here is Tristan Tzara, writing in
         1922: ‘With everything calling itself art now gouty, the photographer lit his thousand-candlepower lamp and gradually the
         light-sensitive paper absorbed the blacks of various utensils. He had discovered the scope of a frail, still-virgin flash
         of light that was weightier than all the constellations that present themselves to our feasting eyes.’ Those photographers
         who came to photography from the fine arts not through opportunism, not by chance, and not for the sake of convenience now
         constitute the avant-garde among their new colleagues, for their path of development shields them to some extent from the
         greatest threat facing photography today, namely the arty-crafty angle. ‘Photography as art,’ says Sasha Stone, ‘is a very
         dangerous area.’14

      
      Where photography has moved away from contexts imposed upon it by practitioners such as Sander, Germaine Krull, or Blossfeldt,15 where it has emancipated itself from physiognomical, political, or scientific concerns, it becomes ‘creative’. The lens is
         now concerned with the ‘survey’ [Zusammenschau]; the photographic smock appears. ‘Mind, surmounting mechanics, reinterprets the precise findings of the latter as allegories
         of life.’ The more the crisis affecting the present-day social order widens out and the more rigidly its individual elements
         confront one another in lifeless opposition, the more the creative dimension (variant in its very essence; contradiction its father
         and emulation its mother) has become a fetish, the features of which owe their existence only to changes in fashionable lighting.
         The creative dimension of taking photographs consists in its being handed over to fashion. ‘The world is beautiful’ – that
         is its motto, precisely. In it stands revealed the attitude of a kind of photography that is able to make any tin of food
         look as if it is floating in space but cannot grasp a single one of the human contexts in which that tin features. It is a
         kind of photography that, however dreamy the subject, heralds more the marketability of that subject than its apprehension.
         But since the true face of this photographic creativity is advertising or association, for the same reason its proper counterpart
         is exposure or construction. Because the situation, as Brecht says, ‘becomes so complicated as a result that less than ever
         does a simple “reflection of reality” say anything about that reality. A photograph of the Krupp works or of AEG yields virtually
         nothing about the relevant organization. True reality has shifted into the domain of functionality. The reification of human
         relations (the factory, for instance) no longer gives expression to those relations. So there really is something to be built, something “artificial”, something “posed”.’ To have trained up forerunners for such photographic construction work is the
         achievement of the Surrealists. A further stage in this clash between creative and constructive photography is marked by the
         Russian film. It is no exaggeration to say that the great achievements of its directors were possible only in a country where
         photography proceeds not from stimulus and suggestion but from experiment and instruction. It is in this sense (and only in
         this sense) that the impressive greeting with which the barbaric ideas painter Antoine Wiertz hailed photography in 1855 can
         meaningfully be construed even today. ‘Not many years ago the great glory of our age, namely a machine, was born to us that daily constitutes the stupefaction of our thoughts and the consternation of our eyes. In less
         than one hundred years that machine will have become the brush, the palette, the paints, the skill, the experience, the patience,
         the deftness, the accuracy, the tone, the glaze, the exemplar, the perfection, the synopsis of painting […] Let no one think
         that daguerrotypy is the death of art […] When the giant child that is daguerrotypy has grown up, when all its art and strength
         have reached maturity, then genius will one day seize it by the scruff of the neck and shout, “Come here. You’re mine now.
         We’re going to work together.” ’ By contrast how sober, how pessimistic are the words with which four years later Charles Baudelaire,
         in ‘Le Salon de 1859’, announces the new technology to his readers! Like those just quoted, they can no longer be read today
         without a slight shift of emphasis. Yet as the counter-argument to Wiertz they retain their good sense as the most incisive
         rebuttal of all the pretensions of artistic photography. ‘In these wretched times a new industry has emerged that has done
         much to strengthen dull stupidity in its belief […] that art neither is nor can be anything other than the precise reflection
         of nature […] A vengeful deity granted the wishes of this throng. Daguerre was his Messiah.’ Again: ‘If photography is permitted
         to make good a deficiency in art in certain functions, it will soon supplant and corrupt art entirely thanks to the natural
         ally it will find in the stupidity of the crowd. Photography must therefore return to its proper task, which is to be a servant
         to the sciences and to the arts.’

      
      Yet there was one thing that both men (Wiertz and Baudelaire) failed to grasp at the time: the instructions contained in the
         authenticity of photography. These will not always be avoidable in an illustrated article, where the photos merely have the
         effect of evoking verbal associations in the viewer. Cameras are getting smaller and smaller, more and more able to capture fleeting, secret images, the impact of which stalls the viewer’s association mechanism. This needs to be replaced
         by the caption, which includes photography in the literarization of all life and without which all photographic construction
         must inevitably remain no more than an approximation. Not for nothing have photographs by Atget been likened to those of a
         crime scene. But is not each square centimetre of our cities a crime scene and every passer-by a criminal? Is it not the photographer’s
         job (as heir to augurs and haruspices) to reveal guilt in his images and finger the culprit? ‘It is not the person who cannot
         read or write but the person who cannot interpret a photograph,’ someone has said, ‘who will be the illiterate of the future.’
         However, surely equally illiterate is the photographer who cannot read his own images? Is not the caption going to become
         the key ingredient of the shot? Those are the questions with which the gap of ninety years16 separating present-day man from the invention of daguerrotypy discharges its historical tensions. It is in the light cast
         by those sparks that the first photographs emerge with such loveliness, such unapproachability, from the obscurity of our
         grandparents’ day.

      
      [1931]

      
      
      
      
      Franz Kafka

      
      On the Tenth Anniversary of His Death

      
      
      
      
      Potemkin

      
      
      The story goes: Potemkin was afflicted by severe, more or less regular fits of depression, during which no one was allowed
         to go near him and access to his room was most strictly barred. This affliction was not mentioned at court; people were aware,
         above all, that any allusion to it incurred the displeasure of Empress Catherine. One of these fits of depression on the Chancellor’s
         part lasted for an unusually long time. Grave irregularities resulted; in the registries files piled up that the Empress demanded
         should be dealt with, but without Potemkin’s signature this was not possible. Top civil servants were at their wits’ end.
         One day, a minor clerk named Schuwalkin happened to enter the anteroom of the Chancellor’s palace, where the members of the
         government were as usual standing around moaning and complaining.

      
      ‘What’s up, Excellencies? How may I be of service?’ the zealous Schuwalkin asked. The matter was explained to him and regret
         expressed that his services could not be used. ‘If that’s all it is, gentlemen,’ Schuwalkin replied, ‘give the files to me.
         I beg of you.’ The councillors of state, having nothing to lose, let themselves be persuaded, and with the bundle of files
         under his arm Schuwalkin set off through galleries and along corridors to Potemkin’s bedchamber.

      
      Without knocking – indeed, without pausing – he pushed down the door handle. The door was not locked. In the gloom Potemkin,
         wearing a tattered nightshirt, sat in bed biting his nails. Schuwalkin marched over to the desk, dipped the pen in the ink
         and, without a word, thrust it into Potemkin’s hand, having first placed a document (picked up at random) on his knee. After
         an absent-minded glance at the intruder, Potemkin sleepily executed the first signature, then a second, and eventually all
         of them.

      
      With the last document safely signed, Schuwalkin left the apartment without ceremony, as he had entered it, his bundle under
         his arm. Returning to the anteroom, he waved the files in triumph as he entered. The councillors fell upon him, snatching
         papers from his hands. Breathlessly, they bent over them. No one said a word; the group stood frozen. Once again, Schuwalkin
         approached, once again he inquired zealously: what was the reason for the gentlemen’s consternation? Then his glance too fell
         on the signature. Document after document was signed: Schuwalkin, Schuwalkin, Schuwalkin…

      
      The story is like a messenger, heralding Kafka’s work two hundred years in advance. The riddle that clouds its heart is Kafka’s.
         The world of chancelleries and registries, of stuffy, shabby, gloomy interiors, is Kafka’s world. The zealous Schuwalkin,
         who makes light of everything and is ultimately left empty-handed, is Kafka’s K. Potemkin, however, who leads a brooding existence,
         half asleep, neglecting his appearance, in a secluded chamber that none may enter, is an ancestor of those persons of authority
         who in Kafka pass their time as judges in attics or secretaries in castles and who, no matter how elevated, are invariably
         sunken or rather sinking figures, but may suddenly, be they the lowest-ranking dregs of the earth (doorkeepers and clerks
         worn down with age), appear without warning in their full panoply of power. What are they brooding about? Are they perhaps descended from those atlantes who bear the globe on their shoulders? Possibly that is why they hold their heads ‘sunk
         so low on the breast that very little could be seen of the […] eyes’ [The Castle, 1],1 like the castle governor in his portrait or Klamm when alone? But it is not the globe they bear; only the fact that even
         the most ordinary detail carries weight: ‘His exhaustion is that of the gladiator after combat, but his work was painting
         a corner of a clerks’ room white’.2 Georg Lukács once said: to make a decent table nowadays, a person must have the architectural genius of a Michelangelo. Where
         Lukács thought in centuries, Kafka thinks in aeons. It is for aeons that the man painting must endure. And so on, down to
         the least significant gesture. Many times, often for some odd reason, Kafka’s figures clap their hands. Once, however, it
         is said in passing that those hands are ‘really steam hammers’ [‘In the Gallery’].

      
      In steady, slow movement (sinking or ascending) we get to know these persons of authority. But nowhere are they more terrible
         than where they rise up out of the deepest decrepitude: out of fathers. To reassure the impassive, age-enfeebled father whom
         he has just gently put to bed, the son says:

      
      
         ‘Don’t worry, you’re well covered up.’ ‘No, I’m not!’ his father shouted, slamming the answer down on the question, and he
            threw the quilt back with such force that for a moment it opened out completely in flight. He stood up in bed, one hand pressed
            lightly to the ceiling. ‘You wanted to cover me up, you scoundrel, I know you did, but I’m not covered up yet. If it’s my
            last ounce of strength it’s enough for you – more than enough for you. […] But luckily for your father he doesn’t need anyone
            to teach him to see through his son.’ […] And he stood without holding on at all and kicked his legs in the air. His eyes
            blazed with insight. […] ‘So now you know what else there was apart from you. You were an innocent child, to tell the truth
            – though to tell the whole truth you were the devil incarnate!’ [‘The Judgement’]


      
      In throwing off the burden of the bedcover, the father is throwing off the weight of the world. He must set aeons in motion
         if he is to bring the age-old father–son relationship to life, render it fraught with consequences. But what consequences
         they are! He sentences the son to death by drowning. The father is the punisher. He is drawn to guilt like the officers of
         the court.

      
      There is much to suggest that for Kafka the world of officialdom and the paternal world are similar. The similarity is not
         kind to either. Impassiveness, decrepitude, and filth characterize it. The father’s uniform is badly stained; his underwear
         is soiled. Filth is the vital element of officialdom. ‘She could not understand why there was this coming and going of parties
         at all. “To dirty the front steps,” an official had once answered her, probably in irritation, but to her that had been most
         enlightening […]’ [The Castle, 21]. To such an extent is uncleanness the attribute of officials that they might almost be thought of as giant parasites.
         Not in an economic sense, of course, but as regards the forces of good sense and humanity from which this species draws life.
         But so, in Kafka’s peculiar families, does the father draw life from the son, squatting on him like some monstrous parasite,
         sucking away not only at his strength but at his right to be there. The father, the punisher, is at the same time also the
         prosecutor. The sin of which he accuses the son is apparently a kind of original sin. Because whom does the definition that
         Kafka gives of it affect more than the son? ‘The original sin, the ancient wrong that man committed, consists in the reproach
         that man persistently levels that a wrong has been done him, that the original sin was committed against him’ [Heft 12]. But who stands accused of that original, hereditary sin (the sin of having made an heir) if not the father by the son?
         The sinner, in that case, would be the son. Not that we should conclude from Kafka’s sentence that the accusation is sinful
         because false. Nowhere does Kafka say that it is wrongly levelled. It is a never-ending trial that is pending here, and no case can appear in a worse light than the one in which the
         father enlists the solidarity of this officialdom, these judicial chambers. Their boundless corruptibility is not the worst
         thing about them. The fact is, at heart they are so constituted that their venality offers the only hope to which humanity
         can cling in their regard.

      
      The courts, of course, have access to law books. But they may not be seen. ‘ “[…] It’s characteristic of this judicial system
         that a man is condemned not only when he’s innocent but also in ignorance” ’ [The Trial, ‘In the Empty Assembly Hall – The Student – The Offices’], K. surmises. Laws and defined standards are still, in former
         times, unwritten laws. A person may overstep them unsuspectingly, thus falling into sin. But however unfortunately they affect
         the unsuspecting, their occurrence is not, in the sense of right, mere chance but rather fate – here showing itself in its
         ambiguous aspect. In a brief consideration of the old idea of fate, Hermann Cohen called it an ‘insight that becomes inescapable’
         that it is its ‘dispositions themselves that appear to prompt and bring about this emergence, this apostasy’. It is the same
         with the jurisdiction whose proceedings are directed against K. This goes back long before the era of the Law of the Twelve
         Tables into a primordial world that saw one of the first victories of written law. Here, the law may be written down in law
         books but it is still secret, and on this basis the primordial world exercises its dominion with all the less restraint.

      
      Circumstances in official and family life touch in many different ways in Kafka. In the village on Castle Hill they have an
         expression that sheds some light here. ‘ “There’s a saying here, perhaps you know it: ‘Official decisions have the shyness
         of young girls.’ ” “That’s a good observation,” K. said […], “a good observation, the decisions may also have other properties
         in common with girls” ’ [The Castle, 16]. The most remarkable thing about them is that they lend themselves to everything, like the shy young girls who meet
         K. in The Castle and The Trial and who entrust themselves to fornication in the bosom of the family as in a bed. He comes across them at every step of the
         way; the rest follows as casually as the conquest of the barmaid:

      
      
         […] They embraced, the little body burning in K.’s hands, in a state of oblivion from which K. tried repeatedly yet vainly
            to extricate himself they rolled several steps, thudding into Klamm’s door, then lay in the little puddles of beer and the
            rest of the rubbish covering the floor. There hours passed […] in which K. constantly had the feeling he had lost his way
            or wandered farther into a strange land than anyone before him, a strange land where even the air held no trace of the air
            at home, where a man must suffocate from the strangeness yet into whose foolish enticements he could do nothing but plunge
            on, getting even more lost. [The Castle, 3]


      
      We shall hear more about this strangeness later. What is remarkable, though, is that these whorish women are never seen as
         beautiful. Instead, beauty in Kafka’s world crops up only in the most secret places: among defendants, for instance. ‘ “In
         fact, this is a remarkable, almost a scientific, phenomenon […]. It can’t be guilt making them handsome […]; nor can it be
         future punishment beautifying them in advance […], so it must have something to do with the proceedings instituted against
         them rubbing off on them in some way” ’ [The Trial, ‘Merchant Block – Dismissal of the Advocate’].

      
      One gathers from The Trial that those proceedings are usually hopeless so far as the defendants are concerned – even where acquittal remains a hope
         for the latter. It may be that very hopelessness that makes them the only characters in Kafka to exhibit beauty. At least
         that would chime very well with a fragment of conversation handed down by Max Brod. ‘I recall [he writes] one conversation with Kafka that began with present-day Europe
         and the decline of humankind. “We,” he said, “are nihilistic thoughts, suicidal reflections arising in God’s mind.” At first
         this made me think of the Gnostic world-view: God as evil demiurge, the world as his Fall. “Oh no,” he said, “our world is
         only a bad mood on God’s part, like having a bad day.” “So there’d be hope, then, outside this phenomenon we know as world?”
         He smiled: “Oh, there’s hope enough, an infinity of hope – only not for us.” ’ The words form a link to those most curious
         of Kafka’s figures who are the only ones to have escaped the bosom of the family and for whom there is possibly hope. These
         are not the animals, not even the cross-breeds or fantasy beings such as the cat-lamb or Odradek. All these do still live
         under the spell of the family. Not for nothing does Gregory Samsa wake up as a bug right in the parental home, not for nothing
         is the peculiar animal that is half cat and half lamb an heirloom handed down on the paternal side, not for nothing is Odradek
         ‘The Householder’s Concern’. The ‘assistants’, however, do indeed fall outside this circle.

      
      These assistants [Gehilfen] belong to a group of figures that permeate Kafka’s entire work. They include not only the confidence trickster who is unmasked
         in [Kafka’s first published collection] Betrachtung [‘Looking to see’] but also the student seen on the balcony at night as Karl Rossmann’s neighbour as well as the fools who
         live in that city in the south and ‘don’t get tired’. The twilight that shrouds their existence recalls the wavering light
         in which the playlets of Robert Walser (author of the novel The Apprentice [Der Gehülfe], which Kafka adored) have their characters appear. Indian sagas tell of the Gandharvas, incomplete creatures, beings at
         the hazy stage. Kafka’s assistants are of that kind; not belonging to any of the other groups of figures but no strangers
         to them either; the messengers toing and froing between them. They look, Kafka informs us, like Barnabas, and he is a messenger. They are not
         yet quite free of the lap of Mother Nature, which is why they have ‘installed themselves on the floor in a corner, using two
         old dresses, it was their ambition […] to take up as little room as possible, to this end they tried various methods, always
         of course with much whispering and giggling, they crossed their arms and legs, they crouched down, the two of them, at dawn
         and dusk all that could be seen in their corner was one big huddle’ [The Castle, 4]. For them and their kind, the immature and inept, hope still exists.

      
      What is discernible as tenderly non-committal about the way these messengers are is in an oppressive, sombre fashion law as
         regards this whole world of creatures. None has its fixed position, its fixed, unexchangeable outline; none that is not in
         the process of rising or falling; none that does not swap places with its enemies or its neighbours; none that has not completed
         its time yet is immature, none that is not profoundly exhausted yet is only at the beginning of a long haul. All talk of orders
         and hierarchies is impossible here. The world of myth that this suggests is incomparably younger than Kafka’s world, to which
         myth itself promised redemption. But if we know one thing, it is this: that Kafka did not take its lure. A latter-day Odysseus,
         he let it slide away from ‘eyes fixed on the distance, the Sirens literally vanished away in the face of his determination,
         and precisely when he was closest to them he was no longer aware of them at all’ [‘The Sirens’ Silence’]. Among the forebears
         that Kafka has in the Ancient World, the Jewish ones and the Chinese ones that we shall come across later, this Greek one
         must not be overlooked. The fact is, Odysseus stands on the threshold separating myth and fairy tale. Trickery has slipped
         reason and cunning into myth; no longer are the powers of myth invincible. Fairy tales are a handing-down of this victory
         over them. And fairy tales for dialecticians are what Kafka wrote when he embarked on legends. He inserted little tricks into them; then
         he read from them evidence ‘that even inadequate means, indeed childish means can afford salvation’. It is with these words
         that he begins his story ‘The Sirens’ Silence’. With him, the Sirens do in fact employ silence; they possess ‘an even more
         frightful weapon than song – namely, their silence’. They used it against Odysseus. He, however, Kafka tells us, ‘was so full
         of cunning, he was such a fox, that not even the goddess of fate could penetrate his inmost being. Possibly, although this
         passes human understanding, he really had noted the Sirens’ silence and to parry them and the gods had held up this sham,’
         as he relates, ‘merely as a sort of shield.’

      
      With Kafka, the Sirens are silent. Maybe, too, because with him music and song are an expression or at least a pledge of escape.
         A pledge of hope, which we have from that small, simultaneously immature and everyday, simultaneously comforting and foolish
         intermediate world in which the assistants are at home. Kafka is like the lad who set out to learn how to be afraid. He stumbled
         upon Potemkin’s palace but ultimately, in the cellars of that palace, upon Josephine, the singing mouse whose manner Kafka
         describes like this: ‘Something of our poor, short-lived childhood is there, something of a lost happiness we shall never
         see again, but also something of our busy present existence and its diminuitive, unfathomable, yet persistent and quite inextinguishable
         element of gaiety’ [‘Josephine, the Singer, or The Mouse People’].

      
      
      
      
      A Childhood Picture

      
      
      There is a picture of Kafka as a child, rarely did that ‘poor, short-lived childhood’ become a more touching image. It was
         no doubt taken in one of those nineteenth-century studios that with their drapes and palms, tapestries and easels occupy so equivocal
         a place between torture chamber and throne room. There, in a tight-fitting, somehow humiliating child’s outfit overloaded
         with lace trimmings stands the approximately six-year-old boy in a kind of conservatory landscape. Palm fronds stand stiffly
         in the background. And as if to make this upholstered version of the tropics even more suffocating and sultry, the model holds
         in his left hand a disproportionately large, broad-brimmed hat of the kind Spaniards have. An immeasurably sad gaze commands
         the landscape set out before it, into which the shell of one large ear listens intently.

      
      Ardent ‘Wanting to be a Red Indian’ may once have consumed this great grief: ‘Ah, if one were a Red Indian, on the alert immediately,
         and if leaning into the wind on one’s galloping horse one went quivering swiftly over the quavering ground, over and over
         again till one stopped using the spurs, there being no spurs, till one threw away the reins, there being no reins, and one
         scarcely saw the terrain out in front as a well-mown stretch of moorland without even a horse’s neck now or a horse’s head’
         [‘Wanting to be a Red Indian’]. Much is contained in that wish. Fulfilment betrays its secret. He finds it in America. The
         fact that there is something special behind [the novel] America emerges from the hero’s name. While in the earlier novels3 the author never addressed himself otherwise than with the murmured initial, here he is reborn with a full name on a new
         continent. He experiences that name in the Oklahoma Nature Theatre:

      
      
         Karl saw a poster on a street corner, bearing the following inscription: Today, on the Clayton Racetrack, from six in the
            morning till midnight, staff will be taken on for the Oklahoma Theatre! The great Theatre of Oklahoma is calling you! It calls
            only today, only the once! Anyone missing the chance now misses it for ever! Anyone thinking of his future is one of us! All are welcome! Anyone wishing
            to become an artiste, sign up now! We are the theatre that can use everyone, each in his place! Whoever has plumped for us,
            congratulations right now! But hurry if you want to be admitted by midnight! At twelve everything closes, never to reopen.
            Be damned, anyone who disbelieves us! To Clayton, one and all! [America, ‘The Oklahoma Nature Theatre’].


      
      The person reading this announcement is Karl Rossmann [‘horseman’], the third and more fortunate incarnation of K., who is
         the hero of Kafka’s novels. Happiness awaits him at the Oklahoma Nature Theatre, which is an actual racetrack, as ‘unhappiness’
         [in the story so entitled] had once overwhelmed him as he ‘began pacing the narrow carpet in my room as if it had been a racetrack’.
         Ever since Kafka had written ‘For Jockeys to Ponder’ and had ‘The New Attorney’ ‘[…] hoisting his legs up high […] with each
         footfall ringing out on the marble’ stride up the courthouse steps and his ‘Children in the Lane’ go trotting into the country,
         arms linked, taking great leaps, this is a figure he had come to know well, and it is indeed possible for Karl Rossmann, ‘distracted
         as a result of his sleepiness, [to make] frequent excessively high, time-consuming, pointless leaps’ [America, ‘Asylum’]. So it can only be on a racetrack that he attains the goal of his desires.

      
      That racetrack is at the same time a theatre, which gives rise to a riddle. However, the enigmatic location and the wholly
         un-enigmatic, thoroughly transparent and straightforward figure of Karl Rossmann belong together. Karl Rossmann, in fact,
         is transparent, straightforward, almost characterless in the sense in which Franz Rosenzweig says in The Star of Redemption [Der Stern der Erlösung, 1921]4 that in China the inner person is ‘almost characterless; the concept of the wise man, as classically […] embodied in Kung-fu-tzu
         [Confucius], disregards any possibility of distinctiveness of character; he is the truly characterless man – the average man, in fact […]. It is something quite other
         than character that distinguishes the Chinese individual: a wholly elemental purity of feeling.’ No matter how it is communicated
         intellectually (it may be that this purity of feeling is a particularly sensitive set of scales weighing gestural behaviour),
         in any case the Oklahoma Nature Theatre refers back to Chinese theatre, which is indeed a gestural theatre. Among the most
         important functions of that Nature Theatre is to dissolve events into gesture. One might, indeed, go further and say: quite
         a number of Kafka’s smaller studies and stories appear in their full light only when translated, as it were, into acts in
         the Oklahoma Nature Theatre. Only then will it be seen for certain that Kafka’s entire work represents a codex of gestures
         that do not, in and of themselves, possess any fixed symbolic meaning for the author; instead, in constantly changing contexts
         and ever-different experimental arrangements, they are asked to furnish such meaning. The theatre is the proper place for
         such experimental arrangements. In an unpublished commentary on the story ‘A Case of Fratricide’, Werner Kraft perceptively
         sees the unfolding of this little tale in theatrical terms. ‘The play can begin, and it really is announced by the ringing
         of a bell. This happens in the most natural fashion in that Wese leaves the building in which his office is situated. However,
         this doorbell (we are told explicitly) rings “too loudly for a doorbell, out over the city, upwards at the sky”.’ As that
         bell, which makes too much noise for a doorbell, rings up at the sky, so the gesturing of Kafka’s figures is too intrusive
         for the normal environment, breaking into one more spacious. The more Kafka’s mastery increased, the less often he bothered
         to match those gestures to everyday situations, to explain them. ‘Funny habit, that,’ we read in ‘The Metamorphosis’, ‘his
         sitting on the desk and talking down to his employees from a great height, especially since you have to step right up close because of his deafness.’ Such giving of reasons had already been left far behind in The Trial, in the penultimate chapter of which we read that K. ‘stopped by the first row of pews, but the distance still seemed too
         great for the priest, who stretched out his hand and pointed with a sharply bent finger to a spot right in front of the pulpit.
         K. followed this instruction too. From this spot he had to bend his head far back to keep the priest in view’ [tr. Idris Parry].

      
      When Max Brod says: ‘It was unpredictable, the world of the things that mattered to him,’ the thing that was least predictable
         so far as Kafka was concerned was gesture. Each gesture constitutes a process, one might almost say a drama, of its own. The
         stage on which that drama plays out is the world theatre, whose backdrop is the sky. On the other hand that sky is nothing
         more than a backdrop; studying it on its own terms would mean putting a frame round the piece of painted cloth and hanging
         it in a gallery. Kafka, like El Greco, tears open the sky behind each gesture; but, as in El Greco (who was the patron saint
         of the Expressionists), the decisive thing, the centre of the event, is gesture. They are bowed with alarm as they emerge,
         the people who had heard the ‘knock on the courtyard gate’ [in the story so entitled]. That is how a Chinese actor would portray
         alarm, not how someone would react to being startled. Elsewhere K. himself puts on an act: with semi-unconscious deliberation,
         ‘slowly […] turning his eyes up cautiously […] he picked up one of the papers from his desk without looking, placed it on
         the palm of his hand and gradually raised it to the level of the two men as he himself got to his feet. He had no definite
         thought in mind as he was doing this but acted only because he felt this was how he must conduct himself once he had completed
         the great plea which was to relieve him completely of anxiety’ [The Trial, ‘Advocate – Manufacturer – Painter’]. Maximum strangeness coupled with maximum simplicity marks this gesture out as animal.
         It is possible to read quite a long way into Kafka’s animal stories without realizing for one moment that these are not people.
         If one then comes across the name of the creature (monkey, dog, or mole), one is alarmed to discover, looking up, that one
         is already a long way from the continent of man. Kafka, however, is that all the time; he robs human gesture of its traditional
         props and then possesses, in it, an object prompting unending reflections.

      
      But they are also, oddly, never-ending when they proceed from Kafka’s epigrammatic stories. Think of the parable ‘At the Door
         of the Law’. Coming across this in [the collection entitled] A Country Doctor, the reader may possibly have been struck by the cloudy place deep within it. But would he have embarked on the apparently
         endless series of thoughts that spring from this parable at the point where Kafka sets out to interpret it? This happens through
         the priest in The Trial – and it happens at so marked a place that one might suppose the novel to be simply the parable unfolded. But the word ‘unfolded’
         carries two meanings. The bud unfolds to become a flower, but so does the little boat that one teaches children to make unfold
         to become a flat sheet of paper. And it is this second type of ‘unfolding’ that actually suits parables, the reader’s pleasure
         lying in smoothing the parable out in such a way that its meaning becomes plain. Kafka’s parables, though, unfold in the first
         sense; they unfold in the way that the bud becomes flower. Their product, therefore, is not unlike poetry. That does not prevent
         his pieces from not fitting entirely into the prose forms of the West and occupying a position, as regards doctrine, similar
         to that of Haggadah over against Halacha. They are not allegories, yet nor do they want to be taken straight; they are so
         constituted that they can be quoted and told by way of explanation. But are we in possession of the doctrine that Kafka’s
         allegories accompany and that is explained in K.’s gestures and in how Kafka’s animals conduct themselves physically? It is
         not there; at most, we can say that this or that alludes to it. Kafka might have said: hands it down as relic; equally, we might say: paves the
         way for it as forerunner. In either case, the question at issue is the organization of life and work in the human community.
         This preoccupied Kafka with mounting constancy, the less comprehensible it became to him. Where Napoleon, in the famous ‘Erfurt
         Interview’ with Goethe, put politics in place of fate, Kafka (in a variant of this dictum) might have defined organization
         as destiny. And it is not only in the extensive official hierarchies of The Trial and The Castle that he sees organization but also, even more tangibly, in the difficulties and immensities of a building project, the venerable
         model of which he wrote about in ‘Building the Great Wall of China’.

      
      
         The wall was designed to provide protection for the centuries; so the most careful construction, drawing upon the architectural
            expertise of all known eras and nations, and a constant sense of personal responsibility on the part of those doing the building
            were essential prerequisites for the job. For humbler tasks, of course, it was possible to use ignorant day labourers from
            among the people, men, women, children, anyone available for good money; but to be in charge of even four day labourers called
            for someone sensible, trained in building work […]. We (I am probably speaking for many people here) found that it was only
            through actually spelling out the orders of top management that we came to know ourselves and made the discovery that, without
            management, neither our book-learning nor our common sense would have sufficed for the tiny office that we fulfilled within
            the wider whole.


      
      Such organization is not unlike fate. Metchnikoff, who in his famous book La Civilisation et les grandes fleuves historiques [‘Civilization and the great historical rivers’] outlined the subject, does so in phrases that might be from Kafka:

      
      
         The canals of the Yangtse-kiang and the dams of the Hoang-ho are in all probability a result of skilfully organized collective
            work on the part of […] generations […]. The slightest inadvertency in cutting this or that trench or in supporting some dam
            or other, the least bit of carelessness, a moment of selfish behaviour on the part of a person or group of people in the matter
            of preserving the joint water resource, will in such unusual circumstances become the source of some social ill and widespread
            collective misfortune. Accordingly, a tributary will under threat of death demand close and enduring solidarity among masses
            of the population that are in many instances strangers to one another, even enemies; it sentences Everyman to tasks whose
            common usefulness becomes apparent only with time and whose overall plan very often far exceeds the understanding of the ordinary
            person.


      
      Kafka wanted to know that he was accounted an ordinary person. The limit of understanding having constricted his every step,
         he is keen to constrict others likewise. Sometimes he seems close to Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor in saying [in effect]:
         ‘We thus face a mystery we cannot grasp. And the very fact that it is a riddle gave us the right to preach it, to teach people
         that what matters is not freedom, not love, but the riddle, the secret, the mystery to which they must place themselves in
         thrall – unthinkingly, even in defiance of conscience.’ The temptations of mysticism are something that Kafka did not always
         avoid. Concerning his encounter with Rudolf Steiner we have a diary entry that does not, at least in its published form, embody
         Kafka’s view. Was he being evasive here? The way in which he treated his own texts makes this seem by no means impossible.
         Kafka had a rare strength when it came to keeping himself supplied with allegories. Even so, he never pours his all into what
         can be deciphered; on the contrary, he took every conceivable precaution against having his texts interpreted. Circumspectly, meticulously, mistrustfully we must grope our way forward into their heart. We need to bear in
         mind Kafka’s peculiar way of reading as applied to interpreting the said parables. We are also permitted to recall his last
         will and testament. His injunction to destroy a legacy is on closer examination as hard to understand and calls for the same
         meticulous consideration as the answers given by the doorkeeper ‘At the Door of the Law’. Possibly Kafka, whom every day of
         his existence confronted with impenetrable modes of behaviour and announcements that were not clear, wished in death at least
         to pay back his fellows in the same coin.

      
      Kafka’s world is a world theatre. For him, man is in and of himself on-stage, the proof being that everyone is taken on at
         the Oklahoma Nature Theatre. The criteria governing such admission are unfathomable. A talent for play-acting, one immediately
         supposes, but apparently that is irrelevant. However, another way of putting it is: candidates are given no other task than
         that of playing themselves. That they may, when it comes down to it, actually be the person they are acting lies outside the realm of possibility. It is through their roles that such characters seek a place
         in the Nature Theatre, as Pirandello’s six are in search of an author. For both groups, this is the place of ultimate refuge;
         and that does not exclude its constituting redemption. Redemption is not a reward for existence; it is the last excuse of
         someone of whom Kafka says that ‘his own browbone blocks his path’ [Heft 2]. And the law of this theatre is implicit in a sentence tucked away in ‘A Report for an Academy’: ‘I [imitated men] because
         I was in search of a way out and for no other reason.’ For K. a glimmering of these things seems to arise before the end of
         his trial. He turns abruptly to the two men in top hats who have come to take him away and asks: ‘ “At what theatre are you
         playing?” “Theatre?” inquired one gentleman of the other, the corners of his mouth twitching. The other gestured like a mute struggling with an unmanageable animal’ [The Trial, ‘End’; tr. Idris Parry). They leave the question unanswered, but several things point to its having had an effect on them.

      
      At a long bench covered with a white cloth all who are henceforth at the Nature Theatre are served. ‘Everyone was happy and
         excited.’ Extras block in the moves for angels to mark the occasion. They stand on tall pedestals that, covered with billowing
         robes, have flights of stairs inside them. The trappings of a country fair, maybe of a children’s party, too, where the tightly
         laced-up, scrubbed-up boy we were talking about earlier possibly lost his sad look. But for their tied-on wings, these angels
         could be real. They have their precursors in Kafka. The manager is one of them, stepping up on the seat to reach the trapeze
         artist where he lies in the luggage rack afflicted by his ‘First Sorrow’ and stroking him and pressing the trapeze artist’s
         face to his own ‘so that he too was bathed in the trapeze artist’s tears’. Another, a guardian angel or simply a ‘guardian
         of the law’ [Schutzmann or police constable] takes care of the murderer Schmar after the ‘Case of Fratricide’, the same Schmar as has ‘his lips pressed
         to the shoulder of the policeman who nimbly leads him away’. In Oklahoma’s rural ceremonies Kafka’s last novel dies away.5 ‘Kafka’s work,’ writes Soma Morgenstern, ‘has the whiff of village air about it, as is the case with all great founders of
         religion.’ Here we are the more entitled to recall Lao-tzu’s portrayal of piety for the fact that Kafka provided the most
         perfect description of it in ‘The Next Village’. Lao-tzu wrote: ‘Neighbouring lands may lie within sight, / We may hear one
         another’s cocks crowing, one another’s dogs barking; / Yet folk ought to die at a ripe old age / Without having travelled
         there and back.’ Kafka also wrote parables, but he did not found a religion.

      
      Let us consider the village lying at the foot of Castle Hill from which K.’s alleged summons as a land surveyor is so puzzlingly and surprisingly confirmed. In his Afterword to this novel
         Brod mentioned that in connection with this village at the foot of Castle Hill Kafka had a particular place in mind, Zürau
         in the Erz Mountains. We, however, may be permitted to recognize it as a different village. It is the one in a Talmudic legend
         related by the rabbi when someone asks him why Jews prepare a festive meal on Friday evenings. It tells of a princess who,
         in exile, far from her compatriots, living in a village where she does not understand the language, finds herself languishing.
         One day the princess receives a letter: her betrothed has not forgotten her, he has set out, he is on his way to her. The
         betrothed, explains the rabbi, is the messiah, the princess is the soul, but the village to which she has been exiled is the
         body. And being unable to tell the village (which does not know her language) of her joy in any other way, she prepares a
         meal for it. With that village in the Talmud, we are in the midst of Kafka’s world. Because just like K. in the village below
         Castle Hill, present-day man lives in his body; his body eludes him, it is an alien presence. One day a person may wake up
         to find himself transformed into a verminous bug. What is alien (alien to him) is now his lord and master. The air of this
         village blows through Kafka’s work, which is why he was not tempted to found a religion. The same village contains the pigsty
         from which the horses emerge for the country doctor, the stuffy back room in which Klamm, cigar in mouth, sits in front of
         a glass of beer, and the courtyard gate, knocking on which brings in the end.6 The air in this village is neither pure nor free from all the unbecome and already overripe things that form so putrid a
         blend. Kafka was obliged to breathe it all his life. He was neither soothsayer nor founder of a religion. How did he survive
         in it?

      
      
      
      
      
      The Hunchback Dwarf

      
      
      Knut Hamsun, we learned a while ago, was in the habit of occasionally giving the letters column of the local paper in the
         little town near where he lived the benefit of his views. In that town, some years back, there was a jury trial of a girl
         who had killed her newborn baby. She was sentenced to a term in gaol. Shortly afterwards, Hamsun voiced his opinion in the
         local paper. He announced that he would be turning his back on a town that gave a mother who murdered her newborn anything
         but the maximum sentence; if not the gallows, then imprisonment for life. Several years passed. [Hamsun’s] Growth of the Soil came out, containing the story of a serving-girl who commits the same crime, receives the same sentence, and, as the reader
         can clearly see, had undoubtedly not deserved a heavier one.

      
      Kafka’s thoughts as handed down in Building the Great Wall of China7 prompt us to recall this sequence of events. Because hardly had this posthumous volume appeared than, on the basis of those
         thoughts, a reading of Kafka began to prevail that enjoyed interpreting the thoughts and took correspondingly little notice
         of Kafka’s actual writings. There are two ways of fundamentally missing the point of Kafka’s work. The natural interpretation
         is one, the supernatural the other; in essence, both interpretations (the psychological and the theological) shoot past the
         target in similar ways. The first is represented by Hellmuth Kaiser; the second by quite a few authors already – H. J. Shoeps,
         Bernhard Rang, and Groethuysen among them. Their number also includes Willi Haas, who in other contexts (we shall come across
         these later) has of course said some revealing things about Kafka. These insights were unable to keep him from laying a kind
         of theological grid over Kafka’s work as a whole. ‘The supreme power,’ he writes of Kafka, ‘the realm of grace, was portrayed by him in his great novel
         The Castle, the lower realm, that of judgement and damnation, in his equally great novel The Trial. The world between the two […], our earthly fate and its difficult demands, he sought to reproduce in severely stylized form
         in a third novel, America.’8 The first third of this interpretation can probably, since Brod, be seen as the common property of Kafka interpretation.
         In this sense Bernhard Rang, for instance, writes: ‘In so far as the Castle may be seen as the seat of grace, the meaning
         in theological terms of all this vain striving and seeking is that God’s grace cannot be arbitrarily and deliberately invoked
         and coerced by man. Restlessness and impatience only baffle and confuse the solemn silence of the divine.’ It is a cosy reading;
         that it is also an untenable one becomes increasingly clear, the further it ventures. Possibly, therefore, with the greatest
         clarity in Willi Haas, when he states: ‘Kafka comes […] from Kierkegaard as well as from Pascal, in fact he can be called
         the sole legitimate grandchild of Kierkegaard and Pascal. All three are basically driven by the harsh, utterly harsh religious
         motive: that man is always in the wrong before God.’ Kafka’s ‘higher world, his so-called “Castle” with its unpredictable,
         pettifogging, thoroughly lubricious staff, his curious heaven is playing a ghastly game with mankind […]; yet man is very
         deeply in the wrong even before this God’. This theology falls well behind the justification doctrine of Anselm of Canterbury
         in terms of barbaric speculations – which incidentally do not even seem reconcilable with the way Kafka’s text is worded.
         ‘I mean,’ we read in The Castle [19], ‘can an individual official grant a pardon? At best, that might be a matter for the authority as a whole, though even
         it can probably not grant a pardon, only issue a directive.’9 The path thus taken quickly petered out. ‘All that,’ says Denis de Rougement, ‘is not the wretched condition of mankind without God but the actual wretchedness of mankind stuck with a God he does not know, not knowing Christ.’

      
      It is easier to draw speculative conclusions from the collection of notes left by Kafka than to fathom even one of the motives
         that appear in his stories and novels. However, only they will supply some explanation of the primeval forces that harnessed
         and rode Kafka’s work; forces that can of course also, and with equal justification, be seen as secular forces in today’s
         world. And who is to say under what name they appeared to Kafka himself ? Only this much is certain: placed among them, he
         did not find his way home. He did not know them. All he could see, in the mirror that the primeval world held before him in
         the form of guilt, was the future as courtroom. But how is one to take this – is this not the Last Judgement? Does it not
         turn judge into defendant? Are not the proceedings now the sentence? To these questions, Kafka gave no answer. Did he have
         hopes in this direction? Or was it not like that at all, was he actually more concerned with postponing the sentence? In the
         stories we have of his, epic poetry means once more what it meant to Scheherazade: putting off what is to come. Postponement
         is what the defendant hopes for in The Trial – if only the proceedings did not gradually give way to the verdict. The Patriarch himself stands to benefit from postponement,
         even if he has to give up his place in the tradition in return. ‘I could imagine a different Abraham, who (he wouldn’t become
         a patriarch, of course, he wouldn’t even make it to old-clothes seller) though instantly ready, with the willingness of a
         waiter, to perform the sacrifice demanded, did not in fact get it performed because he cannot leave home, he’s indispensable,
         the household needs him, there’s always something to be done, the house is not finished, but until his house is finished,
         until he has this support behind him, he cannot get away, even the Bible accepts this, saying: “He is making his house ready.” ’10

      
      ‘With the willingness of a waiter’ this Abraham appears. There was always something that, for Kafka, could be grasped only
         in the form of gesture. And that gesture, which he failed to understand, forms the hazy spot in the parables. It is where
         Kafka’s writing proceeds from. We know how he kept this to himself. His last will and testament consigns it to destruction.
         That document, which no study of Kafka can avoid, states that it did not satisfy its author; that he regarded his efforts
         as failures; that he counted himself among those who must inevitably fail. What failed was his splendid attempt to carry writing
         into doctrine and, as parable, restore to it the tenability and inconspicuousness that in the light of reason he saw as the
         only properties befitting it. No writer so precisely obeyed the commandment: ‘You shall not make for yourself an idol.’

      
      ‘It was as if the shame should outlive him’ – these are the words that end The Trial. Shame, corresponding to his ‘elementary purity of feeling’, is Kafka’s most powerful gesture. But it has two faces. Shame
         is an intimate reaction on the part of the individual; at the same time it is a socially discriminating one. Shame is not
         only shame in the presence of others; it may also be shame on their behalf. Thus Kafka’s shame is no more personal than the
         life and thinking that it governs and of which he said: ‘He does not live on account of his personal life, he does not think
         on account of his personal thinking. For him it is as if he lives and thinks at the urging of a family […]. It is because
         of this unknown family […] that he cannot be released’ [Heft 12]. We do not know how this unknown family (of people and animals) is made up. All that is clear is that this is what compels
         Kafka to move aeons in writing. At the behest of this family he trundles the rock of what has happened in history as Sisyphus
         rolled the boulder. What happens in the process is that the underside of the rock is exposed. It is not a pleasant sight.
         Kafka, however, is able to bear that sight. ‘Having faith in progress does not mean believing that progress has already occurred. That would not be faith’ [Aphorisms II, 4, 48]. The age in which Kafka lives does not, for him, signify progress over against the beginnings of time. His novels
         play out in a swamp. The created world seems to him to be at a stage that Bachofen called ‘hetaerean’. That this stage has
         passed into oblivion is not to say it does not extend into the present. On the contrary: it is present as a result of having
         passed into oblivion. An experience that goes deeper than that of the average person will come up against it. ‘I have experience,’
         runs one of Kafka’s earliest jottings, ‘and I am not joking when I say it is a kind of seasickness on dry land’ [‘Conversation
         with the Worshipper’]. Not for nothing is the first ‘Meditation’11 made on a swing. And Kafka is tireless in expounding the fluctuating nature of experience. Every experience has ‘give’; every
         experience blends with its opposite. ‘It was in summer,’ we read at the beginning of ‘The Knock at the Courtyard Gate’, ‘a
         warm day. I and my sister, on our way home, passed a courtyard gate. I forget: was it through high spirits or in a mood of
         absent-mindedness that she hit the gate or did she simply shake her fist at it without aiming a blow?’ The mere possibility
         of the turn of events mentioned in third place makes the first two, which had at first seemed innocuous, appear in a different
         light. It is from the soggy ground of such experiences that Kafka’s female characters arise. They are swamp creatures – like
         Leni, who ‘splayed the middle and ring fingers of her right hand apart, and the connecting membrane between them almost came
         up to the topmost joint of the short fingers’ [The Trial, ‘The Uncle – Leni’]. ‘ “Marvellous times,” ’ says the ambiguous Frieda, recalling her earlier life, ‘ “you’ve never asked me
         about my past” ’ [The Castle, 22]. The fact is, this leads into the murky depths, site of that coupling whose ‘ungoverned luxuriance [as Bachofen put
         it] is hated by the pure powers of heavenly light and justifies the description luteae voluptates used by Arnobius’.

      
      From this standpoint Kafka’s narrative technique becomes comprehensible. When other characters in the novels have something
         to say to K., they do so (regardless of how important it is or how surprising) in a casual, incidental way, as if basically
         he must have known this all along. It is as if there was nothing new here, as if the hero was being asked quite unobtrusively
         to allow himself to recall something he had forgotten. It is in this sense that Willi Haas, trying to make sense of what happens
         in The Trial, rightly states ‘that the object of these proceedings, indeed the real hero of this incredible book, is forgetting, […] the
         chief property of which is of course that it forgets itself […]. It has itself become almost a mute character here in the
         figure of the defendant – a character, in fact, of the most splendid intensity.’ That this ‘mysterious centre’ derives from
         ‘the Jewish religion’ is surely not to be dismissed out of hand. ‘Here memory as piety plays a most mysterious role. It is
         […] not a but in fact the most profound quality of Jehovah that he remembers, that he retains an infallible memory “into the third and fourth generation”,
         indeed into the “hundredth”; the most sacred […] act of […] our rite is the expunging of sins from the Book of Memory.’

      
      What is forgotten (and this discovery brings us to another threshold of Kafka’s work) is never a purely individual entity.
         Each thing forgotten blends into the oblivion of prehistory, enters with it into innumerable, uncertain, shifting connections
         with more and more monstrosities. Oblivion is the vessel out of which the inexhaustible intermediate world in Kafka’s stories
         thrusts towards the light.

      
      
         There, it is precisely the world’s abundance that constitutes the sole reality. All that is spirit must have material substance,
            must be distinct to have room here and the right to exist […]. The spiritual, in so far as it still plays a role, becomes
            spirits. The spirits become wholly individual individuals, each bearing its own name and having a quite specific connection with the name of the worshipper
            […]. Prompting no misgivings, their abundance further overbrims the world’s abundance […]. Causing no concern, the crush of
            spirits here increases; […] more and more new ones joining the old, each with its own name, each distinct from all the rest.


      
      We are not of course talking about Kafka’s world here – this is about China, and it is how Franz Rosenzweig, in The Star of Redemption, describes Chinese ancestor worship. For Kafka, however, the immeasurability of the world of the facts that mattered to him
         was matched by that of the world of his forebears, and undoubtedly that world, like the totem poles of primitive tribes, led
         down to animals. Incidentally, it is not only in Kafka that animals are vessels of oblivion. In Tieck’s profound [novella]
         Der blonde Eckbert [‘Fair Eckbert’] a forgotten dog’s name (Strohmian) symbolizes an enigmatic guilt. We understand, therefore, why Kafka never
         tired of trying to learn by listening to animals things that had been forgotten. Animals are not the target, of course not;
         yet without them it cannot be done. Think of the ‘Fasting Artist’ who, ‘when all was said and done, […] was no more than an
         obstacle on the way to the stables’. Do we not see the animals in ‘The Burrow’ and ‘The Giant Mole’ mulling things over as
         we see them rooting around? Even so, on the other side of that thinking there is something highly unfocused. Such an animal
         will swing indecisively from one worry to the next, giving a nip at each fear in turn, displaying the fickleness of despair.
         There are butterflies, too, in Kafka; the guilt-laden ‘Hunter Gracchus’, who refuses to acknowledge his guilt, ‘[…] has become
         a butterfly. Don’t laugh,’ he urges. This much is certain: of all Kafka’s creations it is mainly the animals that become thinkers.
         What corruption is to the law, fear is to their thinking. It messes up the way things go, yet it is the only hopeful thing about that way. However, since the most forgotten other is our body, our own body, we understand why
         Kafka called the cough that broke out of him ‘the animal’. It was the extreme vanguard, the most forward position of the great
         herd.

      
      The oddest bastard that, in Kafka, the primeval world procreated with guilt is Odradek. ‘It looks at first glance like a flat,
         star-shaped spool; it even appears to be wound with thread, or rather with a lot of old odds and ends of threads knotted together,
         some of them tangled together, and comprising a great variety of types and colours. But it is not just a spool, because projecting
         from the centre of the star is a little rod forming a crosspiece, with another little rod extending from it at right angles.
         By means of this latter rod on one side and one of the rays of the star on the other side, the whole structure is able to
         stand upright as if on two legs.’ Odradek ‘stays by turns in the attic, on the stairs, in the corridors, and in the hall’
         [‘The Householder’s Concern’]. In other words, he prefers the same places as the court investigating guilt. Floors are the
         site of discarded, forgotten effects. Maybe the compulsion to appear before the court evokes a similar feeling to that of
         going up to holes in the floor that have been sealed off for years. One would gladly postpone the enterprise until the end
         of time, as K. finds preparing his defence a suitable activity for ‘a mind become childlike some day after retirement’ [The Trial, ‘Advocate – Manufacturer – Painter’].

      
      Odradek is the form things assume in oblivion. They are distorted, all distorted, like [the object of] ‘The Householder’s
         Concern’ where no one knows what it is, like the ‘giant bug’, which we are only too well aware represents Gregory Samsa [‘The
         Metamorphosis’], like the large animal, half lamb, half pussy cat, for which ‘the butcher’s knife [might constitute] release’
         [‘A Crossbreed’]. However, these figures of Kafka are connected through a whole series of characters to the archetype of distortion, the hunchback. Among the gestures portrayed
         in Kafka’s stories, none crops up more frequently than that of the man with his head bowed low over his chest. The cause is
         weariness in connection with judicial authorities, noise in connection with hotel porters, the low ceiling in connection with
         mine visitors. In [the story] ‘In the Penal Colony’, on the other hand, the authorities use an old-fashioned piece of machinery
         to engrave elaborate lettering on the backs of those who have been found guilty, multiplying the pricks and piling on the
         ornamentation until such time as the individual convict’s back becomes clairvoyant and can decipher the writing itself, from
         whose letters it must deduce the name of its unknown crime. It is up to the back, then. And for Kafka it has always been up
         to the back. An early diary entry reads: ‘To be as heavy as possible, which I regard as good for getting to sleep, I had folded
         my arms and laid my hands on my shoulders, so that I lay there like a soldier carrying full gear’ [Heft 1]. Obviously, being loaded up goes together (for the sleeper) with forgetting, with reaching oblivion. In ‘The Hunchback
         Dwarf ’ [Das bucklicht Männlein], the same thing is symbolized in folksong. It is this dwarf who inhabits distorted life; he will vanish when the Messiah
         comes, on the subject of whom one great rabbi said that he does not wish to change the world by force but will only rearrange
         it slightly.

      
      ‘I go to my room, / Keen to say my prayers; / There I find a hunchback dwarf/ Who starts to laugh.’ It is Odradek’s laugh,
         which we are told ‘sounds something like the rustle of fallen leaves’. ‘As I kneel at my stool / To say a small prayer, /
         There I find a hunchback dwarf / Who starts to speak: // Darling child, oh please, oh please, / Say one for the hunchback
         dwarf!’ That is how the folksong ends. In its profundity Kafka finds contact with the ground that neither ‘mythical foreknowledge’
         nor ‘existential theology’ provide him with. It is the ground of German popular culture as much as Jewish. If Kafka did not pray (and we don’t know), he was at least a supreme practitioner of what
         Malebranche calls ‘the natural prayer of the mind’ [das natürliche Gebet der Seele], and in it, like the saints in their prayers, he included all created being.

      
      
      
      
      Sancho Panza

      
      
      In a Hassidic village, so the story goes, one evening at the end of Sabbath, the Jews were sitting in a shabby inn. They were
         locals – all except for one, whom none of them knew, an extremely shabbily dressed, ragged person huddled in a dark corner
         right at the back. The talk flowed this way and that. Then one of them raised the question of what each man thought he would
         wish for if he had a wish to spare. One wanted gold, another a son-in-law, a third a new carpenter’s bench, and so it went
         the rounds. When everyone had said his piece, that left the beggar in the corner. Reluctantly, after some hesitation, he gave
         in to his questioners: ‘I’d wish I was a great and powerful king and ruled a large country and was lying asleep one night,
         in bed in my palace, when the enemy breached the frontier and horse-men reached the square in front of my palace before dawn
         and there was no resistance and I, starting up out of sleep, no time even to get dressed, wearing just my shirt, had to take
         flight, chased up hill and down dale and through forests and mountains day and night without let-up until I had reached this
         bench in your corner, safe. That is what I wish.’ The others looked at one another in bewilderment. ‘But what would such a
         wish leave you with?’ asked one. ‘A shirt,’ was the reply.

      
      The story takes us deep into the economy of Kafka’s world. Look, no one says that the distortions that the Messiah will one
         day appear in order to correct are only distortions of our space. They are also, surely, distortions of our time. Kafka certainly thought so. And out of that certainty had his grandfather
         say [in ‘The Next Village’], ‘ “Life is astonishingly short. As I look back on it now it becomes so telescoped in my mind that
         I have difficulty in understanding how a young man can come to a decision to ride to the next village without being afraid
         that – leaving possible misfortunes quite out of account – even the span of a normal, fortune-favoured existence will be wholly
         inadequate for the trip.” ’ A brother to that old man is the beggar who in his ‘normal, fortune-favoured existence’ fails even
         to find time for a wish but in the abnormal existence, ill-favoured by fortune, of the flight on which he sets out with his
         story is above that wish and swaps it for its fulfilment.

      
      But there is among Kafka’s creations a clan who do, in their own peculiar way, reckon with the shortness of life. They come
         from that ‘city in the south, of which [it used to be said]: “There are people for you! Just think – they never go to sleep!”
         “And why don’t they?” “Because they don’t get tired.” “And why don’t they?” “Because they’re fools.” “Don’t fools get tired,
         then?” “How could fools get tired?” ’ [‘Children in the Lane’]. Clearly, these fools are related to the assistants who also
         never get tired. However, with this clan things go beyond that. We find casual mention [in The Castle, 12] of the fact that the assistants’ faces ‘ “[…] suggest adults, even perhaps students” ’. And indeed students, who in Kafka
         crop up in the strangest places, are the spokespersons and rulers of this lineage. ‘ “But when do you sleep?” Karl asked, looking
         at the student in amazement. “Seriously – sleep?” said the student. “I’ll sleep when I’ve finished my studies” ’ [America, ‘Asylum’]. One cannot help thinking of children: the reluctance with which they go off to bed! After all, something might
         happen when they are asleep that makes some call upon them. ‘Don’t forget the best!’ the comment goes, a comment that is ‘familiar
         to us from an untold wealth of ancient stories, despite its possibly not occurring in any of them’ [Aphorisms II, 4, 108]. But forgetting always concerns the best because it concerns the possibility of release/redemption.12 ‘ “The idea of wishing to help me,” the restlessly wandering spirit of Gracchus the hunter [in the story so entitled] says
         ironically, “is an illness and must be cured in bed.” ’ While studying, the students stay awake, and it may be the highest
         virtue of their studies to keep them awake. The fasting-artist fasts, the doorkeeper says nothing, and the students stay awake.
         It is thus concealed that, in Kafka, the great rules of asceticism operate.

      
      Studying is their crown. Reverently Kafka brings that crown to light out of those buried boyhood days. ‘Not so very differently
         (it was a long time ago now), Karl had sat at table in the parental home, doing his homework, while his father read the paper
         or made entries in the books and dealt with correspondence for a society and his mother busied herself with some needlework,
         tugging the thread high in the air above the material. In order not to get in his father’s way, Karl had put only the exercise
         book and writing implements on the table and arranged the volumes he needed on chairs to right and left. How quiet it had
         been there! And how seldom strangers had come into the room!’ [America, ‘Asylum’]. Maybe such studies were nothing. Yet they are very close to the kind of nothing that alone makes the something
         useful – namely, the Tao. It was the Tao Kafka had in mind with his desire ‘to hammer a table together with scrupulous craftsmanship while at the same time doing
         nothing, but not in a way that enabled people to say, “Hammering is nothing to him”, making them say instead, “For him hammering
         is proper hammering and at the same time also a nothing,” as a result of which the hammering would in fact have become even
         bolder, even more determined, even more real, and if you like even madder’ [Heft 12]. And the gesture executed by students studying is just as determined, just as fanatical. It cannot be thought of as more special. The clerks, the students are out of breath. They go dashing about. ‘ “Often the official
         dictates so quietly that the writer cannot hear at all sitting down, he has to keep jumping up to catch the words, sitting
         down again quickly to write, then jumping up, and so on. The whole thing is so peculiar! It’s almost incomprehensible” ’ [The Castle, 16]. But it may become more comprehensible when one thinks back to the actors of the Nature Theatre. Actors must respond
         to their cue with the speed of lightning. And there is another way in which they resemble the assiduous scribes. For them
         it really is true that ‘ “hammering is proper hammering and at the same time also a nothing” ’ – namely, when it is in their
         part. They study that part; it would be a poor actor that forgot a word or a gesture from it. But for the members of the Oklahoma
         troupe it is their former life. Hence the ‘nature’ in this Nature Theatre. Its actors are released/redeemed. Not so the student
         whom Karl watches in silence from the balcony one night as he sits reading his book: ‘[he] turned the pages, now and then
         looked something up in another book, which he invariably reached for very quickly, and occasionally made notes in an exercise
         book, each time lowering his face surprisingly deeply towards the pages’ [America, ‘Asylum’].

      
      Kafka is tireless in recalling gesture in this way. Yet this is never done otherwise than with astonishment. K. has justly
         been likened to Schweyk; one of them finds everything surprising, the other nothing. In an age of enormously increased alienation
         among people and of the unpredictably mediated relations that were now all they had to connect them to one another, film and
         the gramophone were invented. In film, a person fails to recognize his own walk, in the gramophone his own voice. Experiments
         prove this. The situation occupied by the subject in such experiments is Kafka’s own situation. It is what points him in the
         direction of studying. Maybe in the process he will come across fragments of his own existence that still connect with his part. He would come to grasp the lost gesture as Peter Schlemihl
         did the shadow he had sold. He would understand himself, but at what monstrous effort! The fact is, what blows here from the
         direction of oblivion is a storm. And study is a ride that proceeds against it. The beggar on the bench round the stove rides
         in the direction of his past to apprehend himself in the figure of the fleeing king. On the one hand there is life, which
         is too short for a ride; on the other, this ride that is long enough for life ‘[…] till one stopped using the spurs, there
         being no spurs, till one threw away the reins, there being no reins, and one scarcely saw the terrain out in front as a well-mown
         stretch of moorland without even a horse’s neck now or a horse’s head’ [‘Wanting to be a Red Indian’]. In this way the imagination
         of the blissful rider finds fulfilment, the rider who races towards the past on an empty, merry journey, no longer a burden
         to his racer. But wretched the rider who is chained to his nag, having set his future destination in advance – even if it
         is the nearest: the coal-cellar. Wretched, too, his animal, both are wretched: the bucket and the rider. ‘As bucket-rider,
         one hand high on the handle, the plainest bridle, I turn laboriously and descend the stairs; at the bottom, however, my bucket
         climbs, splendidly, splendidly; when camels, resting on the ground, rise to their feet, shaking themselves beneath the driver’s
         staff, they look no lovelier’ [‘The Bucket-rider’]. No more hopeless prospect is offered by any region than by ‘the regions
         of the Icy Mountains’ into which the bucket-rider vanishes, never to be seen again. Out of ‘the nether-most regions of death’
         blasts the wind that favours him – the same wind as in Kafka blows so often from the primeval world, the one by which the
         barque of Gracchus the hunter is also pushed along. ‘Everywhere,’ says Plutarch, ‘in connection with mysteries and sacrifices,
         among both Greeks and barbarians, it is taught […] there must be two separate elemental beings and mutually opposing forces, one following the right-hand rule and pointing straight ahead while the other turns around and pushes
         backwards.’ Turning around is the direction of studying, which transforms existence into scripture. Its chief instructor is
         Bucephalus, the ‘new attorney’ [in the story so entitled] who without the mighty Alexander (meaning: rid of the relentlessly
         advancing conqueror) takes the way back. ‘Free, his flanks unburdened by the rider’s loins, in quiet lamplight far from the
         din of Alexander’s battles, he reads and turns the pages of our ancient codices.’ Some time ago this story was made the object
         of an exegesis by Werner Kraft. After carefully examining every detail of the text, the interpreter remarks: ‘Nowhere in literature
         is there so monumental, so conclusive a critique of the whole body of myth as here.’ The word ‘justice’ [Gerechtigkeit], Kraft opines, is not one Kafka uses; nevertheless it is on justice that this critique of myth takes its stand. However,
         having come so far we risk missing Kafka if we stop here. Is it really law that could thus, in the name of justice, be invoked
         against myth? No, as a legal scholar Bucephalus remains true to his origins. He only appears (this might be what Kafka sees
         as new for Bucephalus and for the legal profession) not to practise. Law that is no longer practised but only studied is the
         gateway to justice.

      
      The gateway to justice is study. Yet Kafka does not dare attach to such study the promises that tradition has linked to the
         Torah. Its assistants are congregational attendants who have mislaid their synagogue, its students pupils who have mislaid
         their scripture. Now nothing holds them back on the ‘empty, merry journey’. Kafka, however, located the law of his own; once,
         at least, when he contrived to bring its breathtaking speed into line with the kind of epic march step he doubtless spent
         his whole life looking for. He committed it to a piece of writing, his most perfect piece of writing not only because it is
         an exegesis.

      
      ‘Sancho Panza, who incidentally never boasted of the fact, managed over the years, by providing a quantity of courtly romances in the evening and night-time hours, to divert the attention
         of his devil (whom he later named Don Quixote) to such effect that the latter then groundlessly performed the craziest deeds,
         but in the absence of a predestined object, which should in fact have been Sancho Panza, these harmed no one. Sancho Panza,
         a free man, calmly followed Don Quixote on his toings and froings, possibly out of a certain sense of responsibility, and
         derived therefrom huge and useful entertainment until the end of his days.’

      
      Staid fool and clumsy assistant, Sancho Panza sent his rider on ahead. Bucephalus had outlived his. Whether man or horse no
         longer matters so much, provided only that the burden has been removed from the back.

      
      [1934]

      
      
      
      
      The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction1

      
      
      
         The establishment of the fine arts and their division into various categories go back to a time that differed radically from
            ours and to people whose power over things and circumstances was minute in comparison with our own. However, the astounding
            improvements that our resources have undergone in their precision and adaptability will soon confront us with very radical
            changes indeed in the ancient industry of the beautiful. In all arts there is a physical component that cannot continue to
            be considered and treated in the same way as before; no longer can it escape the effects of modern knowledge and modern practice.
            Neither matter nor space nor time is what, up until twenty years ago, it always was. We must be prepared for such profound
            changes to alter the entire technological aspect of the arts, influencing invention itself as a result, and eventually, it
            may be, contriving to alter the very concept of art in the most magical fashion.

         Paul Valéry, Pièces sur l’art, Paris [undated],
 pp. 103–4 (‘La Conquête de l’ubiquité’)


      
      
      
      Foreword

      
      
      When Marx set out to analyse the capitalist mode of production, that mode of production was in its infancy. Marx so ordered
         his endeavours that they acquired prognosticative value. Looking back at the basic circumstances of capitalist production, he presented them in such a way as to show what capitalism
         might be thought capable of in years to come. What emerged was that it might not only be thought capable of increasingly severe
         exploitation of proletarians; ultimately, it may even bring about conditions in which it can itself be done away with.

      
      The transformation of the superstructure, which proceeds far more slowly than that of the substructure, has taken more than
         half a century to bring out the change in the conditions of production in all spheres of civilization. Only now can the form
         that this has assumed be revealed. Of those revelations, certain prognosticative demands need to be made. However, such demands
         will be met not so much by theses concerning the art of the proletariat after it has seized power, let alone that of the classless
         society, as by theses concerning how art will tend to develop under current conditions of production. The dialectic of such
         tendencies makes itself no less apparent in the super-structure than in the economy. It would be wrong, therefore, to underestimate
         the combative value of such theses. They oust a number of traditional concepts – such as creativity and genius, everlasting
         value and secrecy – concepts whose uncontrolled (and at the moment scarcely controllable) application leads to a processing
         of the facts along the lines of Fascism. The following concepts, here introduced into art theory for the first time, differ from more familiar ones in that they are
            quite useless for the purposes of Fascism. They can, on the other hand, be used to formulate revolutionary demands in the
            politics of art.

      
      
      
      
      I

      
      
      In principle, the work of art has always been reproducible. What man has made, man has always been able to make again. Such
         copying was also done by pupils as an artistic exercise, by masters in order to give works wider circulation, ultimately by
         anyone seeking to make money. Technological reproduction of the work of art is something else, something that has been practised
         intermittently throughout history, at widely separated intervals though with growing intensity. The Greeks had only two processes
         for reproducing works of art technologically: casting and embossing. Bronzes, terracottas, and coins were the only artworks
         that they were able to manufacture in large numbers. All the rest were unique and not capable of being reproduced by technological
         means. It was wood engraving that made graphic art technologically reproducible for the first time; drawings could be reproduced
         long before printing did the same for the written word. The huge changes that printing (the technological reproducibility
         of writing) brought about in literature are well known. However, of the phenomenon that we are considering on the scale of history here they are merely a particular instance – though of course a particularly important one. Wood engraving is joined in the course of the Middle
         Ages by copperplate engraving and etching, then in the early nineteenth century by lithography.

      
      With lithography, reproductive technology reaches a radically new stage. The very much speedier process represented by applying
         a drawing to a stone as opposed to carving it into a block of wood or etching it on to a copperplate enabled graphic art,
         for the first time, to market its products not only in great numbers (as previously) but also in different designs daily.
         Lithography made it possible for graphic art to accompany everyday life with pictures. It started to keep pace with printing.
         However, in these early days it was outstripped, mere decades after the invention of lithography, by photography. With photography,
         in the process of pictorial reproduction the hand was for the first time relieved of the principal artistic responsibilities, which henceforth lay with the eye alone as it peered into the lens. Since the eye perceives faster than
         the hand can draw, the process of pictorial reproduction was so enormously speeded up that it was able to keep pace with speech.
         The film operator, turning the handle in the studio, captures the images as rapidly as the actor speaks. While in lithography
         the illustrated magazine was present in essence, in photography it was the sound film. The technological reproduction of sound
         was tackled at the end of the last [nineteenth] century. These convergent endeavours rendered foreseeable a situation that
         Paul Valéry described in the sentence: ‘Just as water, gas, and electric power come to us from afar and enter our homes with
         almost no effort on our part, there serving our needs, so we shall be supplied with pictures or sound sequences that, at the
         touch of a button, almost a wave of the hand, arrive and likewise depart.’2 Around 1900 technological reproduction had reached a standard at which it had not merely begun to make the totality of traditional
            artworks its subject, altering their effect in the most profound manner; it had gained a place for itself among artistic modes
            of procedure. As regards studying that standard, nothing is more revealing than how its twin manifestations – reproduction of the work
         of art and the new art of cinematography – redound upon art in its traditional form.

      
      
      
      
      II

      
      
      Even with the most perfect reproduction, one thing stands out: the here and now of the work of art – its unique existence in the place where it is now. But it is on that unique
         existence and on nothing else that the history has been played out to which during the course of its being it has been subject.
         That includes not only the changes it has undergone in its physical structure over the course of time; it also includes the fluctuating conditions of ownership through which it may have passed.3 The trace of the former will be brought to light only by chemical or physical analyses that cannot be carried out on a reproduction;
         that of the latter forms the object of a tradition, pursuit of which has to begin from the location of the original.

      
      The here and now of the original constitute the abstract idea of its genuineness. Analyses of a chemical nature carried out
         on the patina of a bronze may help to establish its genuineness; similarly, proof that a particular medieval manuscript stems
         from a fifteenth-century archive may help to establish its genuineness. The whole province of genuineness is beyond technological (and of course not only technological) reproducibility.4 But whereas in relation to manual reproduction (the product of which was usually branded a forgery of the original) genuineness
         retains its full authority, in relation to reproduction by technological means that is not the case. There are two reasons
         for this. Firstly, technological reproduction is more autonomous, relative to the original, than is manual reproduction. In
         photography, for instance, it is able to place greater emphasis on aspects of the original that can be accessed only by the
         lens (adjustable and selecting its viewpoint arbitrarily) and not by the human eye, or it is able to employ such techniques
         as enlargement or slow motion to capture images that are quite simply beyond natural optics. That is the first reason. Secondly,
         it can also place the copy of the original in situations beyond the reach of the original itself. Above all, it makes it possible
         for the original to come closer to the person taking it in, whether in the form of a photograph or in that of a gramophone
         record. A cathedral quits its site to find a welcome in the studio of an art lover; a choral work performed in a hall or in
         the open air can be heard in a room.

      
      Even if the circumstances into which the technological reproduction of the work of art may be introduced in no way impair the continued existence of the work otherwise, its here
         and now will in any case be devalued. And if that by no means applies to the work of art alone but also, mutatis mutandis, to a landscape (for instance) that in a film slides past the viewer, as a result of that process a supremely sensitive core
         in the object of art is affected that no natural object possesses in the same degree of vulnerability. That is its genuineness.
         The genuineness of a thing is the quintessence of everything about it since its creation that can be handed down, from its
         material duration to the historical witness that it bears. The latter (material duration and historical witness) being grounded
         in the former (the thing’s genuineness), what happens in the reproduction, where the former has been removed from human perception,
         is that the latter also starts to wobble. Nothing else, admittedly; however, what starts to wobble thus is the authority of
         the thing.5

      
      We can encapsulate what stands out here by using the term ‘aura’. We can say: what shrinks in an age where the work of art
         can be reproduced by technological means is its aura. The process is symptomatic; its significance points beyond the realm
         of art. Reproductive technology, we might say in general terms, removes the thing reproduced from the realm of tradition. In making
            many copies of the reproduction, it substitutes for its unique incidence a multiplicity of incidences. And in allowing the
            reproduction to come closer to whatever situation the person apprehending it is in, it actualizes what is reproduced. These two processes usher in a mighty upheaval of what is passed on – an upheaval of tradition that is the verso of the
         current crisis and renewal of mankind. They are intimately bound up with the mass movements of our day. Their most powerful
         agent is film. Even in its most positive form (indeed, precisely therein) the social significance of film is unthinkable without
         this destructive, this cathartic side: namely, liquidation of the value of tradition in cultural heritage. This phenomenon is at its most tangible in major historical films.
         It is drawing more and more positions into its sphere. And when Abel Gance exclaimed excitedly in 1927: ‘Shakespeare, Rembrandt,
         Beethoven will make films […] All legends, all mythologies and all myths, all founders of religions – all religions, indeed
         […] await their filmed resurrection, and the heroes are pressing at the gates,’6 he was calling (doubtless without meaning to) for a comprehensive liquidation.

      
      
      
      
      III

      
      
      Within major historical periods, along with changes in the overall mode of being of the human collective, there are also changes
            in the manner of its sense perception. The manner in which human sense perception is organized, the medium in which it occurs, is dictated not only naturally but
         also historically. The time of the migration of peoples, in which the late-Roman art industry and the Vienna Genesis came into being, had not only a different art than the Ancient World but also a different perception. The scholars of the
         Vienna School, Riegl and Wickhoff, who rebelled against the weight of the classical tradition beneath which the art of that
         period lay buried, were the first to hit on the idea of drawing from that tradition inferences regarding the organization
         of perception in the age when it enjoyed currency. Far-reaching though their findings were, they were limited by the fact
         that these researchers contented themselves with revealing the formal signature that characterized perception in the late-Roman
         period. They did not try (and possibly could not even aspire) to reveal the social upheavals that found expression in those
         changes of perception. So far as the present is concerned, conditions are more favourable to such an insight. And if changes in the medium of perception occurring in our own day may be understood as a fading of aura, the social conditions
         of that fading can be demonstrated.

      
      Perhaps we should illustrate the term ‘aura’ as proposed above for historical objects by the concept of an ‘aura’ of natural
         objects. The latter we define as a unique manifestation of a remoteness, however close it may be. Lying back on a summer’s
         afternoon, gazing at a mountain range on the horizon or watching a branch as it casts its shadow over our reclining limbs,
         we speak of breathing in the aura of those mountains or that branch. It is not hard, given such a description, to see how
         much the current fading of aura depends upon social conditions. That fading has to do with two circumstances, both of which
         are connected with the increasing significance of the masses in present-day life. The fact is: ‘Bringing things closer’ in both spatial and human terms is every bit as passionate a concern of today’s masses7 as their tendency to surmount the uniqueness of each circumstance by seeing it in reproduction. There is no denying that we see evidence every day of the need to apprehend objects in pictures (or rather in copies, in
         reproductions of pictures) from very close to. And there is no mistaking the difference between the reproduction (such as
         illustrated papers and weekly news round-ups hold in readiness) and pictures. Uniqueness and duration are as tightly intertwined
         in the latter as are transience and reiterability in the former. Stripping the object of its sheath, shattering the aura,
         bear witness to a kind of perception where ‘a sense of similarity in the world’ is so highly developed that, through reproduction,
         it even mines similarity from what happens only once. For instance, we are starting to see in the visual field what in the
         field of theory is emerging as the growing importance of statistics. The orientation of reality towards the masses and of
         the masses towards reality is a process of unbounded consequence not only for thought but also for the way we see things.

      
      
      
      
      
      IV

      
      
      The singularity of the work of art is identical with its embeddedness in the context of tradition. Tradition itself is of
         course something very much alive, something extraordinarily changeable. A classical statue of Venus, for example, occupied
         a different traditional context for the Greeks, who made of it an object of worship, than for medieval clerics, who saw it
         as a threatening idol. But what both were equally struck by was its singularity or, to use another word, its aura. The original
         way in which the work of art was embedded in the context of tradition was through worship. The oldest works of art, as we
         know, came into being in the service of some ritual – magical at first, then religious. Now it is crucially important that
         this auratic mode of being of the work of art never becomes completely separated from its ritual function.8 To put it another way: The ‘one-of-a-kind’ value of the ‘genuine’ work of art has its underpinnings in the ritual in which it had its original, initial
            utility value. No matter how indirectly, this is still recognizable even in the most profane forms of the service of beauty as a secularized
         rite.9 The profane service of beauty that emerged with the Renaissance and remained significant for three hundred years thereafter
         did eventually, at the end of that time, following the first major upheaval to assail it, clearly reveal those foundations.
         What happened was: when, with the advent of the first truly revolutionary means of reproduction, namely photography (simultaneously
         with the dawn of Socialism), art felt a crisis approaching that after a further century became unmistakable, it reacted with
         the theory of l’art pour l’art, which constitutes a theology of art. From it there proceeded, in the further course of events, almost a negative theology
         in the form of the idea of a ‘pure’ art that rejected not only any kind of social function but also any prompting by an actual subject. (In poetry, Mallarmé was the first to reach this position.)

      
      Paying proper attention to these circumstances is indispensable for a view of art that has to do with the work of art in an
         age when it can be reproduced by technological means. The reason is that they pave the way for what is here the crucial insight:
         its being reproducible by technological means frees the work of art, for the first time in history, from its existence as
         a parasite upon ritual. The reproduced work of art is to an ever-increasing extent the reproduction of a work of art designed
         for reproducibility.10 From a photographic plate, for instance, many prints can be made; the question of the genuine print has no meaning. However, the instant the criterion of genuineness in art production failed, the entire social function of art underwent an
            upheaval. Rather than being underpinned by ritual, it came to be underpinned by a different practice: politics.

      
      
      
      
      V

      
      
      Works of art are received and adopted with different points of emphasis, two of which stand out as being poles of each other.
         In one case the emphasis is on the work’s cultic value; in the other, on its display value.11, 12 Artistic production begins with images that serve cultic purposes. With such images, presumably, their presence is more important
         than the fact that they are seen. The elk depicted by the Stone Age man on the walls of his cave is an instrument of magic.
         Yes, he shows it to his fellows, but it is chiefly targeted at the spirits. Today this cultic value as such seems almost to
         insist that the work of art be kept concealed: certain god statues are accessible only to the priest in the cella, certain Madonna images remain veiled almost throughout the year, certain carvings on medieval cathedrals cannot be seen
         by the spectator at ground level. As individual instances of artistic production become emancipated from the context of religious ritual, opportunities for
            displaying the products increase. The displayability of a portrait bust, which is capable of being sent all over the place, exceeds that of a god statue,
         whose fixed place is inside the temple. The displayability of the panel painting is greater than that of the mosaic or fresco
         that preceded it. And if a setting of the mass is not inherently any less displayable than a symphony, nevertheless the symphony
         emerged at the point in time when it looked like becoming more so than the mass.

      
      With the various methods of reproducing the work of art technologically, this displayability is so enormously increased that,
         much as in primeval times, the quantitative shift between its two poles switches to a qualitative change in its nature. In
         primeval times, you see, because of the absolute weight placed on its cultic value, the work of art became primarily an instrument
         of magic that was only subsequently, one might say, acknowledged to be a work of art. Today, in the same way, because of the
         absolute weight placed on its display value, the work of art is becoming an image with entirely new functions, of which the
         one we are aware of, namely the artistic function, stands out as one that may subsequently be deemed incidental.13 This much is certain, that currently photography and its issue, film, provide the most practical implementation of this discovery.

      
      
      
      
      VI

      
      
      In photography, display value starts to drive cultic value back along the whole line. However, cultic value does not give ground without resistance. It occupies one last ditch, and that is the human face. It
         is no accident, not at all, that the portrait forms the centre-piece of early photography. In the cult of recalling absent
         or deceased loves, the cultic value of the image finds its last refuge. In the transient expression of a human countenance in
         early photographs we catch one final glimpse of aura. It is this aura that gives them their melancholic, matchless beauty.
         But where the human form withdraws from photography, there for the first time display value gets the better of cultic value.
         And it is having set the scene for this process to occur that gives Atget, the man who captured so many deserted Parisian
         streets around 1900, his incomparable significance. Quite rightly it has been said of him that he recorded a street as if
         it had been a crime scene. This, too, is unpeopled; it is recorded for clues. With Atget, photographs become exhibits in the
         trial that is history. That is what constitutes their hidden political significance. They already call for a specific reception.
         Free-floating contemplation is no longer an appropriate reaction here. They unsettle the viewer, who feels obliged to find
         a specific way of approaching them. At the same time the illustrated journals start to erect signposts, suggesting that way.
         Right or wrong – no matter. In them the caption first became obligatory. And clearly this possessed a quite different character
         than the title of a painting. The directives that the viewer of pictures in the illustrated press receives via the caption
         shortly afterwards become even more precise and imperious in film, where the way in which each individual image is apprehended
         seems dictated by the sequence of all that have gone before.

      
      
      
      
      VII

      
      
      The clash fought out during the nineteenth century as painting and photography disputed the artistic merits of their respective
         products seems muddled and ill-conceived today. However, far from denying its importance, this may actually underline it.
         The fact is, that clash was the expression of a historical upheaval of which, as such, neither party was aware. The age where
         art became reproducible by technological means, in setting it free from its cultic roots, extinguished the light of its autonomy
         for ever. Yet the alteration in the function of art thus engendered dropped from the century’s field of view. And even the
         succeeding century, the twentieth, which saw the development of film, long remained oblivious to it.

      
      Much wisdom had already been thrown away on deciding whether photography was an art (without asking the prior question: whether,
            with the invention of photography, the very nature of art had undergone a change), but before long the theoreticians of film
            were asking a similarly hasty question. However, the problems that photography had presented for traditional aesthetics were child’s play in comparison with what
         film had in store. Hence the blind violence that marked the beginnings of film criticism. Here is Abel Gance, for instance,
         likening film to hieroglyphics: ‘This has then brought us, in the wake of a most remarkable return to the past, back to the
         level of expression of the Egyptians […]. Pictography has not yet reached full maturity for the reason that our eyes are not
         yet up to it. There is not yet enough respect, not enough cult for what seeks expression through it.’14 Or as Séverin-Mars writes: ‘What art was ever granted a dream that […] was more poetic and at the same time more real! Looked
         at from that standpoint, film would represent a form of expression entirely beyond compare, and only persons of the noblest
         way of thinking in the most sublime, most mysterious moments of their careers might be permitted to move within its atmosphere.’15 As for Alexandre Arnoux, he roundly concludes a fantasy on silent film with the question: ‘All the bold descriptions we have
         made use of here – ought they not without exception to add up to how we define prayer?’16 It is most instructive to see how the endeavour to annex film to ‘art’ requires such critics to throw caution to the winds in reading cultic elements into their subject. And yet, by the time these speculations appeared, such
         works as A Woman of Paris and The Gold Rush had already been made. That did not stop Abel Gance from invoking his comparison with hieroglyphics, and Séverin-Mars talks
         of film as one might discuss the paintings of Fra Angelico. What is characteristic is that, still today [i.e., 1936], particularly
         reactionary writers seek the meaning of film along the same lines, finding it not in the sacred, perhaps, but certainly in
         the supernatural. When Reinhardt made his [1935] film of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Werfel observed that it was undoubtedly sterile imitation of the external world with its streets, interiors, railway stations,
         restaurants, cars, and beaches that had hitherto prevented film from soaring into the realms of art. ‘Film has not yet attained
         its real meaning or seized its true potential […]. These consist in its unique ability to give voice, using natural means
         in an incomparably persuasive manner, to the fairy-like, the miraculous, the supernatural.’17

      
      
      
      
      VIII

      
      
      The artistic performance of the stage actor [i.e., what he or she does artistically] is presented to the audience by the actor in person; that is obvious. The artistic performance of the screen
         actor, on the other hand, is presented to the audience via a piece of equipment, a film camera. The latter has two consequences.
         The apparatus that mediates the performance of the screen actor to the audience is not obliged to respect that performance
         as a whole. Guided by its operator, the camera comments on the performance continuously. The outcome of that running commentary,
         which the editor then assembles from material supplied, is the film as finally put together. It includes a certain number of movements that need to be recognized as those of the camera itself – not to mention such special settings as close-ups.
         The screen actor’s performance thus undergoes a series of optical tests. This is the first consequence of the state of affairs
         arising out of the fact that the screen actor’s performance is mediated by the camera. The second consequence is that the
         screen actor, by not presenting his performance to the audience in person, is deprived of the possibility open to the stage
         actor of adapting that performance to the audience as the show goes on; the cinema audience is being asked to examine and
         report without any personal contact with the performer intruding. The audience empathizes with the performer only by empathizing with the camera. It thus assumes the camera’s stance: it tests.18 This is not a stance to which cultic values can be exposed.

      
      
      
      
      IX

      
      
      Film is very much less interested in having the actor portray another person to the audience than in having the actor portray
         himself to the camera. One of the first people to sense this change in the actor as a result of performance-as-test was Pirandello.
         It detracts only slightly from the comments he makes in this connection in his novel Shoot that they confine themselves to stressing the negative aspect of the matter. Even less that they relate to silent films.
         Because the sound film did nothing fundamental to alter things in this respect. The fact remains, the acting concerned is
         done for a piece of equipment – or, in the case of the sound film, for two. ‘The screen actor,’ Pirandello writes, ‘feels
         as if exiled. Exiled not only from the stage but from his own person. With dim disquiet he senses the inexplicable emptiness
         that results from his body becoming a withdrawal symptom, from its dissipating and being robbed of its reality, its life,
         its voice, and the sounds it makes by moving around, reduced to a mute image that flickers on the screen for an instant, then
         disappears into thin air […]. The little projector will play his shadow before the audience; and he himself must be content
         to act in front of the camera.’19 That same state of affairs may be described as follows: for the first time (and it is film that has done this) a person is
         placed in the position, while operating with his whole being, of having to dispense with the aura that goes with it. For that
         aura is bound to his here and now; it has no replica. The aura surrounding Macbeth on-stage cannot, for the live audience,
         be detached from the aura that surrounds the actor playing him. But what is peculiar about filming in the studio is that in
         the latter situation the audience is replaced by a piece of equipment. The aura surrounding the player must thus be lost –
         and with it, at the same time, the aura around the character played.

      
      That it should be precisely a dramatist (Pirandello) who instinctively identifies the distinguishing characteristic of film
         as causing the crisis we see befalling the theatre comes as no surprise. A work of art captured entirely by technological
         reproduction, indeed (like film) proceeding from it, can have no more direct opposite than live theatre. Every more detailed
         examination confirms this. Expert observers long since acknowledged that in film ‘it happens almost invariably that the greatest
         effects are achieved when the least “acting” is done […]. The ultimate development being to treat the actor as a prop that
         is selected according to type and […] put to use in the right place.’20 There is something else very closely bound up with this. An actor working in the theatre enters into a part. Very often, the screen actor is not allowed to. The latter’s performance is not a single entity; it consists of many individual performances. Along with such incidental
         considerations as studio hire, availability of partners, setting, and so on, basic mechanical requirements break the screen
         actor’s performance down into a series of episodes that can then be assembled. One thinks above all of lighting, installing
         which means that portrayal of a process that appears on the screen as a single rapid sequence of events must be captured in
         a series of individual shots that may, in the studio, extend over hours. Not to mention more palpable montages. A leap from
         a window may, in the studio, be filmed as a leap from scaffolding, while the subsequent flight may be filmed weeks later,
         during an outside shoot. Nor is it difficult to construe even more paradoxical instances. Possibly, following a knock at the
         door, an actor is asked to start in surprise. His reaction may turn out to be unsatisfactory. In which case the director may
         resort to arranging, one day when the actor happens to be back in the studio, for a gun to be fired behind him without warning.
         The shock experienced by the actor at that moment may be captured and later edited into the film. Nothing shows more graphically
         that art has escaped from the realm of ‘beautiful pretence’, which for so long was deemed the only habitat in which it might
         thrive.

      
      
      
      
      X

      
      
      The actor’s alienation in front of the film camera, as Pirandello describes it, is inherently of the same sort as a person’s
         feeling of surprise and displeasure when confronted with his mirror-image. Now, however, the reflection can be separated from
         the person; it has become transportable. And where is it transported to? Before an audience.21 Awareness of this never leaves the screen actor, not for a moment. The screen actor is conscious, all the while he is before the camera, that in the final analysis he is dealing with the audience:
            the audience of consumers who constitute the market. That market, which he is entering not merely with his labour but with his very presence, his whole physical being, is quite
         as intangible, so far as he is concerned at the time of the performance dedicated to it, as is any article produced in a factory.
         Surely that fact is going to heighten the sense of unease engendered by the new fear that, according to Pirandello, comes
         over the actor facing a film camera? Film’s response to the shrivelling of aura is an artificial inflation of ‘personality’
         outside the studio. The cult of stardom promoted by film capital preserves the personal magic that for years has lain solely
         in the rancid magic of its commodity character. While film capital sets the tone, no other revolutionary service can be ascribed
         to present-day films in general than that of furthering a revolutionary critique of traditional notions of art. Certainly,
         in particular instances film today may go beyond that, furthering a revolutionary critique of social conditions, indeed of
         the property order. But that is no more the burden of the present investigation than it is the burden of film production in
         Western Europe.

      
      One concomitant of cinematographic technology, as of sporting technology, is that everyone watches the performances displayed
         as a semi-expert. If you have ever heard a group of newspaper boys, leaning on their bikes, discussing the results of a cycle
         race, you will have some understanding of this state of affairs. It is with good reason that newspaper publishers organize
         competitive events for their young delivery staff. These tournaments arouse great interest among participants, the reason
         being that the victor of such an event has the chance of rising from newspaper boy to racing cyclist. Similarly the weekly
         newsreel, for example, gives everyone an opportunity to rise from passer-by to film extra. A person may even, in this way,
         find himself transported into a work of art (think of Vertov’s Three Songs about Lenin or Ivens’s Borinage). All persons today can stake a claim to being filmed. That claim is best illustrated by a glance at the historical situation of literature today.

      
      For centuries the situation in literature was such that a small number of writers faced many thousands of times that number of readers. Then, towards the end of the last century, there came
         a change. As the press grew in volume, making ever-increasing numbers of new political, religious, scientific, professional,
         and local organs available to its readership, larger and larger sections of that readership (gradually, at first) turned into
         writers. It began with the daily newspapers opening their ‘correspondence columns’ to such people, and it has now reached
         a point where few Europeans involved in the labour process could fail, basically, to find some opportunity or other to publish
         an experience at work, a complaint, a piece of reporting, or something of the kind. The distinction between writer and readership
         is thus in the process of losing its fundamental character. That character is becoming a functional one, assuming a different
         form from one case to the next. The reader is constantly ready to become a writer. As an expert, which for good or ill he
         must inevitably become in a highly specialized labour process (be it merely an expert in some minor matter), he gains access
         to authorship. In the Soviet Union, labour itself has a voice. And putting one’s job into words is part of the skill required
         to perform it. Literary authority is no longer grounded in specialist education but in polytechnic education; it has become
         common property.22

      
      All of which can easily be translated into terms of film, where shifts that in literature took centuries have occurred within
         a decade. For in film (particularly as practised in Russia) this sort of shift has already, in places, been accomplished.
         Some of the actors encountered in Russian films are not actors in our sense but people who portray themselves (and do so primarily through their labour). In Western Europe, capitalist exploitation of film bars modern man’s legitimate
         claim to be reproduced from being considered. Given such circumstances, the film industry has every interest in arousing the
         participation of the masses by means of illusory presentations and suggestive speculations.

      
      
      
      
      
      XI

      
      
      A film, particularly a sound film, affords the kind of spectacle that was never before conceivable, not at any time nor in
         any place. It portrays an event that can no longer be assigned to a single standpoint from which things not strictly belonging
         to the performance process as such (camera, lighting equipment, crew, and so on) would not fall within the spectator’s field
         of view. (Unless, that is, the pupil of his eye shared the setting of the camera lens.) This fact, more than any other, renders
         any similarities that may exist between a scene in the film studio and a scene on-stage superficial and quite unimportant.
         Live theatre is aware as a matter of principle of the point from which what is happening cannot simply be seen through as
         illusory. When a film is being made, no such point exists. The illusory nature of film is a second-tier nature; it derives
         from editing. What this means is: In the film studio the camera has penetrated so deeply into reality that the pure aspect of the latter, uncontaminated by
            the camera, emerges from a special procedure, namely being shot by a piece of photographic equipment specifically adapted
            for the purpose and afterwards pasted together with other shots of the same kind. The camera-free aspect of reality is here at its most artificial, and the sight of what is actually going on has become
         the blue flower [of Romanticism] in the land of technology.

      
      The same state of affairs as here contrasts with that obtaining in the theatre can even more revealingly be compared to that
         which informs painting. In this case the question we need to ask is: how does the cameraman relate to the painter? To answer
         it, perhaps I may be permitted an auxiliary construction based on the concept of the Operateur [the now-obsolete German term for the film-crew member Benjamin clearly has in mind] as we are familiar with it in connection
         with surgery. The surgeon constitutes one pole of an arrangement in which the other is occupied by the magician. The stance of the magician
         healing an invalid by laying-on of hands differs from that of the surgeon performing an operation on that invalid. The magician
         maintains the natural distance between himself and the patient; to be precise, he reduces it only slightly (by virtue of a
         laying-on of hands) while increasing it (by virtue of his authority) hugely. The surgeon does the opposite: he reduces the
         distance between him and the patient a great deal (by actually going inside the latter) and increases it only a little (through
         the care with which his hand moves among the patient’s organs). In short, unlike the magician (still a latent presence in
         the medical practitioner), the surgeon abstains at the crucial moment from facing his invalid person to person, invading him
         surgically instead.

      
      Magician and surgeon act like painter and cameraman. The painter, while working, observes a natural distance from the subject;
         the cameraman, on the other hand, penetrates deep into the subject’s tissue.23 The images they both come up with are enormously different. The painter’s is an entity, the cameraman’s chopped up into a
         large number of pieces, which find their way back together by following a new law. That is why the filmic portrayal of reality is of such incomparably greater significance to people today, because it continues
            to provide the camera-free aspect of reality that they are entitled to demand of a work of art precisely by using the camera
            to penetrate that reality so thoroughly.

      
      
      
      
      XII

      
      
      The fact that the work of art can now be reproduced by technological means alters the relationship of the mass to art. From
            being very backward (faced with a Picasso, for instance), it has become highly progressive (given, say, Chaplin). Yet this progressive response is characterized by the fact that in it the pleasure of looking and experiencing is associated,
         directly and profoundly, with the stance of passing an expert judgement. The link is an important social indicator. In fact,
         the more the social significance of an art diminishes, the greater the extent (as is clearly turning out to be the case with
         painting) to which the critical and pleasure-seeking stances of the public diverge. The conventional is enjoyed without criticism,
         the truly new is criticized with aversion. In the cinema, the critical and pleasure-seeking stances of the audience coincide.
         And what crucially makes this happen is: nowhere more than in the cinema do the individual reactions that together make up
         the massive reaction of the audience actually depend on their immediately imminent massing. And in making themselves heard,
         they also check on one another. Again, painting offers a useful comparison here. A painting always had an excellent claim
         to being looked at by one person or a small number. The kind of simultaneous viewing of paintings by large crowds that occurs
         in the nineteenth century is an early symptom of the crisis affecting painting, which was certainly not triggered by photography
         alone but, relatively independently of photography, by the work of art’s claiming mass attention.

      
      The fact is, painting is not able to form the object of simultaneous reception by large numbers of people, as architecture
         has always been, as the epic once was, and as film is today. And despite the inherent impossibility of drawing conclusions
         from that fact regarding the social role of painting, the same fact nevertheless counts as a severe setback at a time when
         painting, as a result of special circumstances and to some extent in defiance of its nature, finds itself face to face with
         the masses. In the churches and monasteries of the Middle Ages and in the palaces of princes up until the late eighteenth
         century, joint reception of paintings occurred not simultaneously but often in stages, when it was handed down hierarchically. Where this happened otherwise, what comes out is the special conflict that befell
         painting as a result of the image becoming reproducible by technological means. But although an attempt was made to bring
         painting before the masses in galleries and salons, there was no way in which the masses could have organized and checked
         on themselves in the context of that kind of reception.24 As a result, the same audience as reacts in a progressive way to a grotesque film will inevitably, in the presence of Surrealism,
         become a backward one.

      
      
      
      
      XIII

      
      
      The distinguishing features of film lie not only in the way in which man presents himself to the camera but in how, using
         the camera, he presents his surroundings to himself. A glance at performance psychology will illustrate the camera’s ability
         to test. A glance at psychoanalysis will illustrate a different aspect of that ability. Film has indeed enriched our perceptual
         world with methods that can be illustrated by those of Freudian theory. Fifty years ago, a conversational slip went more or
         less unnoticed. Its suddenly revealing depths in what had previously seemed a superficial discussion was probably regarded
         as an exception. Since The Psychopathology of Everyday Life [1901], that has changed. The book isolated and at the same time made susceptible of analysis things that had once swept
         past unnoticed in the broad stream of things perceived. Film has resulted in a similar deepening of apperception across the
         whole optical (and now also acoustic) segment of the sensory world. It is simply the reverse side of this state of affairs
         that performances presented in film can be analysed more exactly and from many more angles than can attainments portrayed
         in paint or on-stage. Compared with painting, it is the infinitely more detailed presentation of the situation that gives the performance portrayed
         on the screen its greater analysability. Compared with live theatre, the greater analysability of the performance portrayed
         cinematically is due to a higher degree of isolatability. That fact (and this is its chief significance) tends to foster the
         interpenetration of art and science. Indeed, in connection with a piece of behaviour embedded in a specific situation and
         now (like a muscle from a cadaver) neatly dissected out, it can scarcely be judged which is more gripping: its artistic worth
         or its scientific usefulness. It will count among the revolutionary functions of film that it renders the artistic and scientific uses of photography, which beforehand
            generally diverged, recognizably identical.25

      
      By showing close-ups of them, highlighting hidden details of props with which we are familiar, exploring commonplace environments
         under the inspired guidance of the lens, on the one hand film increases our understanding of the inevitabilities that govern
         our lives while ensuring, on the other hand, that we have a vast, undreamt-of amount of room for manoeuvre! Our pubs and city
         streets, our offices and furnished rooms, our factories and railway stations seemed desperately imprisoning. Then film came
         along and exploded all these dungeons with the dynamite of its tenths of a second, leaving us free, now, to undertake adventurous
         journeys amid their widely scattered ruins. The close-up expands space as the slow-motion sequence dilates movement. And just
         as enlargement is not really concerned with simply clarifying what we glimpse ‘anyway’ but rather brings out wholly new structural
         formations in matter, neither does the slow-motion technique simply bring out familiar movement motifs but reveals in them
         others that are quite unfamiliar and that ‘bear no resemblance to decelerations of rapid movements but are like strangely
         gliding, floating, supernatural ones’.26 Palpably, then, this is a different nature that addresses the camera than the one that speaks to the eye. Different above all in that a space permeated by human consciousness is replaced
         by one that is unconsciously permeated. While it is quite normal for a person to form some account, even if only in outline,
         of the way others walk, that person will certainly know nothing of the walkers’ posture in the split second of their stepping
         out. And if we have a rough idea of how we pick up a cigarette lighter or a spoon, we know little of what actually happens
         between hand and metal when we do so, not to mention how this will vary according to our current mood. Here the camera intervenes
         with its different aids, its plunging and soaring, its interrupting and isolating, its stretching and condensing of the process,
         its close-ups and its distance shots. Only the camera can show us the optical unconscious, as it is only through psychoanalysis
         that we learn of the compulsive unconscious.

      
      
      
      
      XIV

      
      
      It has always been among art’s most important functions to generate a demand for whose full satisfaction the time has not
         yet come.27 The history of every art form has critical periods in which that form strives for effects that are able to find expression
         without effort only when technology has reached a new level – that is to say, in a new art form. The flamboyance, even crudeness,
         that art manifests in this way, especially in what are called ‘periods of decadence’, spring in fact from art’s richest core
         of historical forces. Latterly, Dadaism revelled in such barbarisms. Only now is what drove it becoming clear: Dadaism was trying to generate the effects that people now look for in film, but using the tools of painting (sometimes literature).

      
      Any radically new, pioneering generation of demands will go too far. Dadaism does so to the point of sacrificing the market values that film possesses in such abundance in favour of more significant intentions – of which it was not, of course,
         aware in the form we have been describing. The commercial marketability of their works of art meant far less to the Dadaists
         than their non-marketability as objects of contemplative immersion. They sought to achieve that non-marketability, that unrealizable
         quality, not least by fundamentally disparaging their material. Their poems are ‘word-salad’, containing obscene expressions
         and all manner of linguistic detritus. Likewise their paintings, on to which they glued buttons or bus tickets. What they
         achieve by such means is the ruthless destruction of the aura of their output, which they use the means of production to stamp
         as ‘reproduction’. It is impossible, in the presence of a picture by Arp or a poem by August Stramm, to take time out, as
         one can with a Derain painting or a Rilke poem, for contemplation and for forming a view. Immersion, which in the degeneration
         of the bourgeoisie became a school of asocial behaviour, stood over against diversion as a variety of social behaviour.28 Dadaist demonstrations did indeed constitute a very violent diversion in that they placed the work of art at the centre of
         a scandal. That work above all had to meet one requirement: it must provoke public irritation.

      
      In the hands of the Dadaists the work of art, from being a sight that seduced the eye or a sound that persuaded the ear, became
         a bullet. It flew towards the viewer, striking him down. It assumed a tactile quality. In so doing, it furthered the demand
         for film, the distracting element of which is also a mainly tactile element, being based on changes of setting and camera
         angle that stab the viewer with repeated thrusts. Compare, if you will, the screen on which the film unrolls to the canvas
         that carries the painting. The latter invites the viewer to contemplate; he is able, in front of it, to give himself up to
         his chain of associations. Watching a film, he cannot do this. Scarcely has he set eyes on it before it is already different. It cannot be pinned down. Duhamel, who hates film and understands none of its importance,
         though he does know something about its structure, comments on this state of affairs as follows: ‘I can no longer think what
         I wish to think. The moving images have ousted my thoughts.’29 The sequence of association of the person viewing those images is indeed instantly interrupted by their changing. That is
         what film’s shock effect is based on, which like every shock effect seeks to be absorbed by increased presence of mind.30 By virtue of its technical structure film has taken the wraps off the physical shock effect that Dadaism kept shrouded, as
            it were, in the moral sphere.31

      
      
      
      
      XV

      
      
      The mass is a matrix from which currently all customary responses to works of art are springing newborn. Quantity has now
         become quality: the very much greater masses of participants have produced a changed kind of participation. The observer should not be put off by the fact that such participation initially takes a disreputable form. There has been
         no shortage, in fact, of participants who have stuck passionately to precisely this superficial aspect of the matter. Of these,
         Duhamel has spoken most radically. What he blames film for mainly is the nature of the participation it arouses among the
         masses. He calls film ‘a pastime for helots, a distraction for uneducated, wretched, overworked creatures who are consumed
         by their worries […], a spectacle that requires no concentration of any kind, that presupposes no ability to think […], lights
         no flame in people’s hearts, and kindles no other sort of hope than the ludicrous one of becoming, at some time, a “star”
         in Los Angeles’.32 Clearly, this is at bottom the old charge that the masses are looking for distraction whereas art calls for immersion on the viewer’s part. That is a platitude. Which leaves only the question:
         does this furnish an angle from which to study film? Here we need to take a closer look. Distraction and immersion constitute
         opposites, enabling us to say this: The person who stands in contemplation before a work of art immerses himself in it; he
         enters that work – as legend tells us happened to a Chinese painter when he caught sight of his finished painting. The distracted
         mass, on the other hand, absorbs the work of art into itself. Buildings, most obviously. Architecture has always provided
         the prototype of a work of art that is received in a state of distraction and by the collective. The laws governing its reception
         have most to tell us.

      
      Buildings have been with mankind since its earliest history. Many forms of art have come and gone. Tragedy emerges with the
         Greeks, then disappears with them, to be revived centuries later only in accordance with its ‘laws’. The epic, after originating
         in the youth of nations, wanes in Europe with the passing of the Renaissance. Panel painting is a creation of the Middle Ages,
         and there is no guarantee that it will continue uninterrupted. However, man’s need for shelter is perennial. The art of building
         has never lain fallow. Its history is longer than that of any other art, and imaginatively recalling its effect is important
         as regards any attempt to form a conclusion about how the masses relate to art. Buildings are received twofold: through how
         they are used and how they are perceived. Or to put it a better way: in a tactile fashion and in an optical fashion. No idea
         of such reception is conveyed by imagining it as taking place collectedly – as is the case among tourists, for example, ogling
         famous buildings. The fact is, there is not, on the tactile side, any counterpart to what on the optical side constitutes
         contemplation. Tactile reception does not occur in both ways: through the medium of attentiveness as well as through that
         of habit. As regards architecture, the latter largely determines even optical reception. The truth of the matter is that this too occurs
         very much less in a state of close attention than in one of casual observation. However, there are circumstances in which
         this reception accorded to architecture possesses canonical value. Because: The tasks that at times of great historical upheaval the human perceptual apparatus is asked to perform are simply not solvable
            by visual means alone – that is to say, through contemplation. They are gradually mastered, on the instructions of tactile
            reception, by man’s getting used to them.

      
      Getting used to things is something even the distracted person can do. More: the ability to master certain tasks in a state
         of distraction is what proves that solving them has become a person’s habit. Through the sort of distraction that art has
         to offer, a surreptitious check is kept on how far fresh tasks of apperception have become solvable. Since, moreover, there
         is a temptation for individuals to duck such tasks, art will attack the most difficult and crucial of them where it is able
         to mobilize masses. It is currently doing so in film. The kind of reception in a state of distraction that to an increasing extent is becoming apparent in all fields of art and
            is symptomatic of profound changes in apperception has its true practice instrument in film. In its shock effect film goes halfway towards meeting this form of reception. Film pushes back cultic value not only by
         persuading the audience to adopt an appraising stance but also by ensuring that this appraising stance in the cinema does
         not include attentiveness. The audience is an examiner, but a distracted one.

      
      
      
      
      Afterword

      
      
      The increasing proletarianization of people today and the increasing formation of masses are two sides of one and the same sequence of events. Fascism seeks to organize the newly emergent proletarianized masses without touching the ownership
         structure that those masses are so urgently trying to abolish. Fascism sees its salvation in allowing the masses to find their
         voice (not, of course, to receive their due).33 The masses have a right to see the ownership structure changed: Fascism seeks to give them a voice in retaining that structure unaltered. Fascism leads logically to an aestheticization of political life. The violation of the masses, which in a leader cult Fascism forces to their knees, corresponds to the violation exercised
         by a film camera, which Fascism enlists in the service of producing cultic values.

      
      All efforts to aestheticize politics culminate in one point. That one point is war. War, and war only, makes it possible to give mass movements on a colossal scale a goal, while retaining the traditional
         ownership structure. That is how the situation looks from the political viewpoint. From the viewpoint of technology it looks
         like this: Only war makes it possible to mobilize all the technological resources of the present day while retaining the ownership
         structure. Obviously, the apotheosis of war by Fascism does not deploy these arguments. Nevertheless, a quick consideration of them will be instructive. In Marinetti’s Manifesto Concerning the Ethiopian Colonial War we read: ‘For twenty-seven years we Futurists have been objecting to the way war is described as anti-aesthetic […]. Accordingly,
         we state: […] War is beautiful because thanks to gas masks, terror-inducing megaphones, flame-throwers, and small tanks man’s
         dominion over the subject machine is proven. War is beautiful because it ushers in the imagined metallization of the human
         body. War is beautiful because it enriches a meadow in flower by adding the fiery orchids of machine-guns. War is beautiful
         because it combines rifle-fire, barrages of bullets, lulls in the firing, and the scents and smells of putrescence into a
         symphony. War is beautiful because it creates fresh architectures such as those of large tanks, geometrical flying formations, spirals of smoke
         rising from burning villages, and much else besides […]. Writers and artists of Futurism […], remember these principles of
         an aesthetics of war in order that your struggles to find a new kind of poetry and a new kind of sculpture […] may be illuminated
         thereby!’34

      
      As a manifesto, it has the advantage of clarity. The questions it poses merit adoption by the dialectician. He sees the aesthetics
         of modern warfare as follows: while natural exploitation of the forces of production is held in check by the ownership structure,
         an explosive growth in technological alternatives, tempi, and sources of power urgently seeks unnatural exploitation. This
         it finds in war, which with its destructive onslaughts proves that society was not mature enough to make technology its instrument,
         that technology was not developed enough to tame society’s elemental forces. Imperialistic war, in its ghastliest traits,
         is dictated by the discrepancy between hugely powerful means of production and their inadequate exploitation in the production
         process (in other words, by unemployment and lack of markets). Imperialistic war is a rebellion on the part of a technology that is collecting in terms of ‘human material’ the claims that
            society has absented from its natural material. Rather than develop rivers into canals, it diverts the human stream to flow into the bed of its trenches; rather than scatter
         seeds from its aeroplanes, it drops incendiary bombs on cities; and in gas warfare it has found a new way of eliminating aura.

      
      ‘Fiat ars – pereat mundus’, says Fascism, looking (as Marinetti professes) to war for artistic satisfaction of the different
         kind of sensory perception brought about by technology. This is clearly the culmination of l’art pour l’art. Humanity, which in Homer’s day provided a spectacle for the gods of Olympus, has now become one for itself. Its alienation from itself has reached a point where it now allows its own destruction to be savoured
         as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order. That is how things are, given the kind of aestheticization of politics that Fascism pursues. Communism’s rejoinder is to politicize
            art.

      
      [1936]

Notes

[With obvious exceptions, where whole notes, material within notes, or indeed glosses in the text appear between square brackets, they constitute additions by the translator. Benjamin’s own notes are not parenthesized.]

On the Critique of Violence

1. [The German word is Gewalt, which in the context of post-structuralism is usually translated into English as ‘violence’. But this is ‘violence’ in a rather selective, legal sense (‘the unlawful exercise of physical force’ [Concise Oxford Dictionary] – although that ‘unlawful’ is out of place here, since Benjamin’s ‘violence’ is outside law, not merely contrary to it. Actually, Gewalt covers a broader range of meaning than ‘violence’, including ‘authority’ (as exercised by parents, for instance: elterliche Gewalt), ‘power’ (as in ‘executive power’ or Staatsgewalt), ‘force’ (to do something mit Gewalt means to do it ‘by force’), ‘coercion’, and – yes – ‘violence’ (although German will sometimes specify what we normally understand by this as Gewalttätigkeit – the ‘doing’ of Gewalt). Some of these phenomena English usage deems legitimate; others not. Moreover, etymology suggests a deliberate ‘unstoppability’ about Gewalt, whereas ‘violence’ is often random and not necessarily irresistible.
For the sake of continuity, this translation usually retains ‘violence’ to render Gewalt across the whole range of meanings alluded to. In return, the reader is asked to entertain the unstoppable and arbitrary connotations of the English word and ignore any suggestion of randomness or (necessary) illegitimacy.]

2. The question that might be asked in connection with this celebrated requirement is in fact whether it does not go far enough, specifically whether there is any respect in which it is permissible to have oneself or someone else used as means as well or to use oneself or someone else in this way. That is a question for which excellent grounds might be cited.

3. [Erich] Unger, Politik und Metaphysik, Berlin, 1921, p. 8.

4. But see Unger, op. cit., pp. 18ff.

5. [die Staatsgewalt – ‘the power of the state’ or ‘executive power’.]

6. Georges Sorel, Réflexions sur la violence [1908], fifth edition, Paris, 1919, p. 250. The next four quotations are from the same source, where they occur, respectively, on pp. 265, 195, 249, and 200.

7. Hermann Cohen, Ethik des reinen Willens, second edition, Berlin, 1907, p. 362.

8. [See Numbers 16:1–35.]

9. Kurt Hiller, ‘Anti-Kain. Ein Nachwort […]’, in Kurt Hiller (ed.), Das Ziel. Jahrbücher für geistige Politik, Vol. 3, Munich, 1919, p. 25.

The Task of the Translator

1. [The present translator asks the reader to bear in mind a point concerning the use of the definite article in German. When, as here, a German author writes die Übersetzung (actually, what Benjamin writes here is diejenige Übersetzung, using the emphatic form of the article, but the principle of my contention remains the same), he/she denotes a continuum of meaning that ranges from ‘the translation you have in your hand’, say, to ‘translation as an undertaking’ – from the concrete to the abstract, from the countable to the uncountable. The two intentions are quite distinct, of course, and the author will doubtless have been thinking of one or the other at the time of uttering the phrase, but my point is that the distinction, in German, exists in logic, not in language. For the English reader (and the translator who is working on behalf of the English reader), the two differ in language as well, obliging the translator to make a decision that the German author need not disclose.]

2. [Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801–87), German experimental psychologist.]

3. [Here Benjamin uses the word Intentionen (plural of Intention). Throughout this essay (but see note 4 below) I have rendered Intention as ‘intention’.]

4. [Here (and a second time in this same sentence) Benjamin uses the word intentio – presumably the Latin word from which the English ‘intention’ is derived. Hence the italics.]

5. [West-östlicher Divan (West-Eastern Divan), 1819.]

6. [In his peculiar style, which in German involved eschewing all capital letters and most punctuation marks.]

One-way Street

1. [Latvian actress and journalist Asja Lacis was Benjamin’s lover, whom he had met on the island of Capri in 1924 and with whom he was living in Berlin at the time Einbahnstrasse (which he had completed in 1925) was published.]

2. [See ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, note 27.]

3. [Benjamin’s square brackets.]

4. [The main shopping street in Berlin.]

5. [Benjamin uses the French word for ‘literary group’.]

6. [In the French used by Mallarmé, this technical term in book production is vierge (‘virgin’ or, here, ‘virginal’). Hence the allusions that follow.]

7. [A Berlin-based publisher of street maps – comparable to (but older than) the British Geographers’ A–Z Map Company Ltd.]

8. [Tut ein Schilf sich doch hervor / Welten zu versüssen / Möge meinem Schreiberohr / Liebliches entfliessen!

The lines come after the poem ‘Selige Sehnsucht’ (‘Ecstatic Longing’), from Goethe’s West-Eastern Divan collection; the English version is by J.A.U.]

9. [German saying (literally: ‘The dawn sky has gold in its mouth’), the equivalent English saying (not relevant here) being ‘The early bird catches the worm.’]

10. [‘The head, with the mass of its dark mane of hair / And of its precious jewels, / On the bedside table, like a buttercup, / Lies.’ Lines 15–18 of the poem ‘Une martyre’ in Les Fleurs du mal, Charles Baudelaire.]

11. [Abbreviation for L’Intransigeant, another Paris evening newspaper of the time.]

12. [Except that Benjamin dreamed the German words Ein Hotel, in dem ein Tier verwöhnt ist. Es trinken fast alle nur verwöntes Tierwasser. The word translated as ‘spoiled’ may, on its second occurrence (before Tierwasser), have carried the connotation ‘discriminating’ or ‘gourmet’.]

13. [Which in a German street will be a ‘warrior memorial’.]

14. [‘Die Verlassenen’ (‘The Forsaken Ones’) is a poem by Karl Kraus himself; for ‘Selige Sehnsucht’ see note 8 above.]

15. [‘Chlorodont’ was a brand of toothpaste, ‘Sleipnir’ a range of cosmetics.]

16. [This remote, uninhabited island in the South Pacific (it lies to the east of Easter Island) forms the subject of a famous poem by the German Romantic writer Adelbert von Chamisso (1781–1838).]

17. [Groschenmarken, a groschen being a small unit of currency.]

18. [The princely Italo-German Thurn und Taxis family played a key role in the postal services of Europe for centuries.]

19. [As well as the prediction, Benjamin appears to have got his dates wrong here. He is presumably referring to Heinrich von Stephan (1831–97), a key figure in the German postal service in the second half of the nineteenth century, who was in fact born six years after the death of writer Johann Paul Friedrich Richter, aka Jean Paul (1763–1825).]

20. [Kurzwaren; also ‘small hardware’.]

21. [‘Vor allem eins, mein Kind: Sei treu und wahr…’ is the first line of Der deutsche Rath (‘German counsel’), a much-anthologized poem by Robert Reinick (1805–52).]

22. [In 321 BC the Roman army, defeated by the Samnites, was ‘sent under the yoke’ as a sign of surrender. This happened near the town of Caudium.]

23. [… das eigentlich Neue am ‘Flirt’. Sometimes a language, sensing a gap in its armoury, will in an attempt to plug it adopt (and make its own) a word from another language (‘bourgeois’ being, for English, a case in point). Here you have the apparently absurd situation of a German–English dictionary (Oxford-Duden) giving, for the ‘German’ word Flirt, the ‘English’ translation ‘flirtation’.

24. [For this medical condition Benjamin uses the old term Glück, which also denotes ‘bliss’.]

Hashish in Marseille

1. [A ‘horse’, of course, in English, but the ‘lion’ of the equivalent German saying fits better here.]

2. [‘Je näher man ein Wort ansieht, desto ferner blickt es zurück’, Karl Kraus, Die Fackel, nos. 326/327/328, year XIII, 8 July 1911.]

Picturing Proust

1. [The French publishing history of this novel series (which the author continued to revise up until his death in 1922) is extremely complicated. The novel was first brought out in English as Remembrance of Things Past, translated by C. K. Scott-Moncreiff and (the last section only) Stephen Hudson. The most recent English edition was published by Penguin Classics in 2003, as follows: Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, Vol. 1: The Way by Swann’s (tr. Lydia Davis); Vol. 2: In the Shadow of Young Girls in Flower (tr. James Grieve); Vol. 3: The Guermantes Way (tr. Mark Treharne); Vol. 4: Sodom and Gomorrah (tr. John Sturrock); Vol. 5: The Prisoner and The Fugitive (tr. Carol Clark and Peter Collier); Vol. 6: Finding Time Again (tr. Ian Patterson).]

2. [The German word is Glück, which translates as ‘happiness’, ‘blessedness’, ‘good fortune’, ‘luck’. Glück shines from the gaze of the lover as well as from the eyes of the successful gambler; hence this somewhat clumsy device.]

3. [Unold actually used the phrase Schaffner Geschichten, which may derive from the 1896 German translation (by Margarethe Langfeldt) of Swedish humorist Alfred af Hedenstjerna’s Stories the Conductor Told.]

4. [But see note 1 above.]

5. [Charles Baudelaire, La Mort, vii, ‘Pour l’enfant’.]

Surrealism

1. [Actually it was Marx, of course, who wrote ‘religion […] is the opium of the people’ in the Introduction to his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law.]

2. [‘… lors des magnifiques journées de pillage dites “Sacco-Vanzetti”…’, André Breton, Nadja, Gallimard, 1964 (Folio Collection edition), p. 180.]

3. [Alvan T. Fuller (1878–1958) was governor of Massachusetts at the time (1927) when Ferdinando Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were (controversially) tried and executed there.]

4. [Breton, Nadja, op. cit., pp. 111–13.]

5. [The extract is quoted with the publisher’s kind permission from Erich Auerbach, Dante: Dichter der irdischen Welt (1929), translated into English by Ralph Manheim as Dante: Poet of the Secular World and reissued by New York Review Books, New York, 2007.]

6. [‘May the great living, echoing unconscious that inspires my only probative actions in the direction that I always wish to afford proof – may it forever have disposal of all that is mine.’ But note that Benjamin slightly misquotes the first (1928) edition of Nadja, where the sentence reads: ‘Que la grande inconscience vive et sonore qui m’inspire mes seuls actes probants dans le sens où toujours je veux prouver, dispose à tout jamais de tout ce qui est moi’ (‘May the great living, echoing unconscious that inspires my only probative actions in the direction that I always wish to afford proof – may it forever have disposal of all that constitutes myself ’ [emphasis by J.A.U.]) It is also of interest (though perhaps of less relevance here) that in his later (1962) revision of this text Breton deleted the words ‘dans le sens où toujours je veux prouver’.]

7. [Breton had known it, but it was demolished in 1925.]

8. [Breton, Nadja, op. cit., p. 44. The quotation within Breton’s quotation is from Rimbaud, Une saison en enfer.]

9. [‘… sich wie ein Drehtür bewegt’. Had Benjamin slightly misunderstood Breton’s description of Nadja as a ‘livre à porte battante’, a ‘swing-door book’ – one that, strictly speaking, opens both ways?]

10. [Paul Scheerbart (1863–1915), author of highly imaginative literature and illustrator of the fantastic.]


11. [Henri Béraud (1885–1958), French novelist and journalist.]

12. [Alfred Fabre-Luce (1899–1983), French author.]

13. [Constance Garnett’s original translation (1916) calls it The Possessed. This was later changed to The Devils on the grounds that the focus of the novel is more on ‘doing’ than ‘being done to’. The latest English translation (by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky; Everyman’s Library, 2000) is entitled Demons.]

14. [Isidore Ducasse, aka Comte de Lautréamont, Les Chants de Maldoror, written 1868–9.]

15. [Lautréamont’s real name, as we have seen.]

16. [Benjamin slightly misspells the name of Polish Romantic poet Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855).]

17. [Benjamin is referring to the pamphlet ‘La Révolution et les intellectuels’ published by Pierre Naville (1904–93) in 1926, when he broke with Breton and the Surrealists on political grounds.]

Unpacking My Library

1. [Given on the radio in April 1931.]

2. [Benjamin’s paragraphs tend to be unnecessarily long; in the interests of readability, this translation introduces more breaks.]

3. [The original line – by the North-African Latin poet Terentianus Maurus (fl. c. AD 200) – is ‘Pro captu lectoris habent sua fata libelli’ (‘The fate of books depends on the capacity of the reader’), but the quotation usually appears in English in this truncated form, translated as ‘books have their fate’.]

4. [Carl Spitzweg (1808–85), German artist whose 1850 painting The Bookworm hangs in the Georg Schäfer Museum, Schweinfurt.]

Brief History of Photography

1. [In 1861 André Disdéri (1819–89) was said to be earning ‘£50,000 a year from one studio alone’ (Robert Leggat, ‘A History of Photography’, 1995; www.rleggat.com/photohistory).]


2. Helmuth Th[eodor] Bossert and Heinrich Guttmann, Aus der Frühzeit der Photographie [‘From the early days of photography’], 1840–70, a picture-book taken from 200 originals, Frankfurt, 1930; Heinrich Schwarz, David Octavius Hill. Der Meister der Photographie [‘David Octavius Hill. The master of photography’], with eighty illustrations, Leipzig, 1931.

3. [François Arago, 1786–1853. Arago was a politician, too; he was elected to the French Chamber of Deputies in 1830.]

4. [Und ich frage: wie hat dieser haare zier / und dieses blickes die früheren wesen umzingelt / wie dieser mund hier geküsst    zu dem die begier / sinnlos hinan als rauch ohne flame sich ringelt!

The lines are from the poem ‘Standbilder: das sechste’ (‘Statues: the sixth’) by Stefan George; the English version is by J.A.U.]

5. Karl Blossfeldt, Urformen der Kunst. Photographische Pflanzenbilde [‘Primitive art-forms. Photographic plant images’], edited with an Introduction by Karl Nierendorf, 120 illustrations, Berlin, undated [1928].

6. [Emil Orlik (1870–1932), a Czech printmaker who spent the latter part of his life in Berlin.]

7. [It is surely significant in this context that the German word rendered here as ‘moment’ is Augenblick – literally: ‘eye-look’.]

8. [Siegfried Kracauer (1889–1966), a friend of Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, and other intellectuals of Weimar Germany and himself an important cultural critic.]

9. [Bernhard von Brentano (1901–64), novelist member of the famous German family.]

10. [Italian natural philosopher also known as Giambattista della Porta (c. 1535–1615), whose wide-ranging experimental work also took in the camera obscura.]

11. E[ugène] Atget, Lichtbilder [‘Photographs’], edited and introduced by Camille Recht, Paris & Leipzig, 1930. [Benjamin wrongly spells the New York photographer’s name ‘Abbot’.]

12. August Sander, Antlitz der Zeit [‘The face of the age’], sixty photographs of German people of the twentieth century, with an Introduction by Alfred Döblin, Munich, undated [1929].

13. [Alfred Lichtwark (1852–1914), German art historian and writer.]

14. [Sasha Stone (1895–1940), Russian-born photographer.]


15. [August Sander (1876–1964), Germaine Krull (1897–1985), Karl Blossfeldt (1865–1932), German photographers.]

16. [More, actually: Benjamin’s essay was published in 1931; Daguerre perfected his experiments in 1839.]

Franz Kafka

1. [Except where otherwise stated, English translations of Kafka quotations in this essay are by J.A.U., either done for this purpose or published in Franz Kafka: Stories 1904–1924, London: Macdonald, 1981; Abacus, 1995, etc., or Franz Kafka, The Castle, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1997.

The translator acknowledges a great debt of gratitude to Mauro Nervi and his ‘The Kafka Project’ website for locating the many extracts from Kafka’s writings (published and unpublished) quoted in this essay, which Nervi describes (in correspondence with the translator) as ‘one of the best (or the best) critical essay(s) ever in the Kafka bibliography’. The source of each extract is given between square brackets.

2. [Oktavheft G, II, 2 (in Max Brod’s classification).]

3. [In 1934, when Benjamin wrote this essay, it was not generally known that America was the first (not the last) of Kafka’s three novels.]

4. [Translated in 1971 by William Hallo as The Star of Redemption; a new English-language edition with the same title, translated by Barbara E. Galli, was published in 2004 by the University of Wisconsin Press.]

5. [See note 3 above.]

6. [References to (respectively) ‘A Country Doctor’, The Castle, and ‘The Knock at the Courtyard Gate’.]

7. [This volume, containing not only the story of that name but also aphorisms, diary entries, and a number of other texts, came out in 1931, seven years after Kafka’s death.]

8. [See note 3 above.]

9. [In a translation that strenuously eschews ‘religious’ terminology. The fact is, verzeihen (the word Kafka used) covers the whole spectrum of meaning (as expressed in English) from ‘forgive’ to ‘grant a pardon’, as richten covers that from ‘condemn’ to ‘issue a directive’. All of which would seem to underline Benjamin’s point.]


10. [Franz Kafka, letter to his friend/physician Dr Robert Klopstock, Matliary, June 1921.]

11. [Kafka’s first published collection was called Betrachtung and is indeed usually referred to in English as Meditation (though it has recently been renamed Looking to See). The first piece in it is ‘Children in the Lane’.]

12. [Kafka’s word is Erlösung, which with its associated verb erlösen unspecifically carries both literal and metaphorical connotations in an area of meaning where English specifies.]

The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction

1. [This is the ‘accepted’ English version of the title. In German, Benjamin’s essay is entitled Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit, a more accurate (if rather more cumbersome) translation of which might be ‘The work of art in an age when it can be reproduced by technological means’.]

2. Paul Valéry, Pièces sur l’art, Paris (undated), p. 105 (‘La Conquête de l’ ubiquité’).

3. It goes with saying that the history of the work of art embraces more: that of the Mona Lisa, for instance, includes the nature and number of the copies made of it in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries.

4. Precisely because genuineness is not reproducible, intensive intrusion by certain reproductive processes (technological ones) has provided a handle for differentiating and grading genuineness. Cultivating such distinctions was an important function of the art trade. This had an obvious interest in maintaining a separation between different prints from a wood block (those prior to and those subsequent to printing), a copperplate, and the like. With the invention of wood engraving, the quality of genuineness was attacked at the root, so to speak, before it had produced its late flowering. ‘Genuine’ was something a medieval Madonna image was not at the time of its making – not yet; that was something it became over the course of ensuing centuries, most plentifully, perhaps, in the last [the nineteenth century].


5. The crummiest provincial performance of Faust nevertheless has this over a Faust film: notionally, it stands in competition with the first Weimar performance. And what, in terms of traditional content, the audience may recall across the footlights becomes unusable in the cinema (e.g. the fact that the character of Mephisto contains elements of a friend of Goethe’s youth, Johann Heinrich Merck, and so on and so forth).

6. Abel Gance, ‘Le Temps de l’image est venu’ [‘The image’s time has come’], in L’Art cinématographique II, Paris, 1927, pp. 94–6.

7. Having oneself brought closer to the masses in human terms may mean: having one’s function in society removed from view. There is no guarantee that a present-day portraitist, painting a famous surgeon at breakfast, surrounded by his family, will capture the sitter’s function in society more accurately than a seventeenth-century painter portraying his doctors as imposing presences – as Rembrandt, for example, does in The Anatomy Lesson.

8. The definition of aura as ‘a unique manifestation of a remoteness, however close it may be’ represents nothing other than a formulation of the cultic value of the work of art in categories of spatial and temporal perception. Remoteness is the opposite of propinquity. The essence of remoteness is that it cannot be approached. Indeed, unapproachability is one of the chief qualities of the cultic image. By its very nature, it remains ‘remote however close’. Any propinquity lent by its embodiment as matter does not impair the remoteness retained from its constituting a manifestation.

9. The more the cultic value of the image is secularized, the vaguer ideas about the substratum of its uniqueness will become. To an ever-increasing extent, the uniqueness of the phenomenon inhabiting the cultic image is driven out by the empirical uniqueness of the artist or the artist’s creative achievement in the eye of the beholder. Never in its entirety, of course: the concept of genuineness never ceases to reach beyond that of authentic attribution. (This comes out with especial clarity in the person of the collector, who always has something of the slave to fetishism about him and through possessing the work of art partakes of its cultic power.) Nevertheless, the function of the concept of authenticity in the contemplation of art remains unambiguous: with the secularization of art, authenticity supplants cultic value.

10. In connection with works of cinematography, the fact that the product can be reproduced by technological means is not (as with works of literature, for instance, or painting) a condition of its mass circulation imposed from outside. The technological reproducibility of films is rooted directly in the manner of their production. This not merely facilitates    the mass circulation of films in the most direct way; it positively necessitates it. It necessitates it because a film costs so much to produce that an individual who might be able to afford a painting, say, cannot afford to buy a film. In 1927 someone worked out that a major film, if it was to pay for itself, had to reach an audience of nine million. With sound films, of course, things took a step backwards at first; the audience for ‘talkies’ was limited by language barriers, and this occurred at the same time as Fascism was laying such stress on national interests. However, more important than recording this setback, which in any case dubbing diminished, is considering its connection with Fascism. The fact that the two phenomena emerged at the same time has to do with the economic crisis. The same disturbances as, viewed on a grand scale, led to the attempt to preserve the existing conditions of ownership by means of open violence led the film capital threatened by the crisis to force the pace of preparations for the sound film. The introduction of sound films then, for a time, brought an easing of the situation. There were two reasons for this: sound films brought the masses back to the cinema, and they also created a fresh solidarity between new capital from the electrical industry and film capital. Looked at from outside, therefore, the sound film promoted national interests; but looked at from inside it made film production even more international than before.

11. This polarity is prevented from receiving due attention in the aesthetics of Idealism, which conceptually admits beauty only as something undivided (so excludes it as being divided). Nevertheless, in Hegel it makes its presence felt as clearly as can be imagined within the bounds of Idealism. ‘Images,’ we read in the Lectures on the Philosophy of History, ‘were around for a long time: piety had need of them early on for its devotions, but the images did not need to be beautiful ones; indeed, piety found these actually disturbing. In the beautiful image there is also something external present, yet in so far as this is beautiful its spirit speaks to mankind; however, a key element in those devotions is the relationship to a thing, since they are themselves merely an unspiritual numbing of the mind […]. Beautiful art […] arose in the Church itself […] even though […] art had already stepped outside the principe of the Church’ (Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Works, complete edition published by a League of Friends of the Immortal One, Vol. 9, Lectures on the Philosophy of History, ed. Eduard Gans, Berlin, 1837, p. 414). A passage in the Lectures on Aesthetics also indicates that Hegel was aware of a problem here. As we read in these Lectures: ‘[…] We are beyond being able to venerate works of art as divine, offering them our worship; the impression they make is of a more considered kind, and what they arouse in us requires a higher criterion’ (Hegel, op. cit., Vol. 10: Lectures on Aesthetics, ed. H. G. Hotho, Vol. 1, Berlin, 1835, p. 14).

12. The transition from the first type of artistic reception to the second determines the historical course of artistic reception generally. Regardless of that, a certain oscillation between the two poles of reception can in principle be demonstrated for each individual work of art. Take the Sistine Madonna, for instance. Since Hubert Grimme’s study we have known that the Sistine Madonna was originally painted for display purposes. Grimme was prompted to undertake his research by the question: what is the point of the wooden shelf in the foreground of the painting on which the two putti are leaning? How (Grimme went on to ask) did an artist like Raphael come to furnish heaven with a pair of portières? Investigation revealed that the Sistine Madonna had been commissioned on the occasion of the public lying-in-state of Pope Sixtus. Popes lay in state in a particular side chapel of St Peter’s. At the rear of this chapel, which was shaped like a niche, Raphael’s painting rested on the coffin during the lying-in-state ceremony. What Raphael shows in the painting is the Madonna as if emerging from the niche framed by the two green portière curtains and surrounded by clouds approaching the pope’s coffin. At the memorial service for Sixtus an outstanding display value of Raphael’s painting came into its own. Some time later the painting was mounted on the high altar of the abbey church of the Black Monks in Piacenza. The reason for this exile lies in Roman ritual. Roman ritual forbids images that have been used for lying-in-state ceremonies from being used for worship at the high altar. Raphael’s work was to some extent devalued by this provision. To get a proper price for it all the same, the Curia decided to include in the sale its tacit permission to use the painting on the high altar. And to avoid a row, it was arranged that the painting should go to a monastic brotherhood in a remote provincial town.

13. Similar considerations, but at a different level, are raised by Brecht: ‘If the term “work of art” is no longer suitable for the thing that emerges when a work of art becomes a commodity, we must carefully and discreetly (yet without trepidation) drop the term if we do not wish simultaneously to abolish the function of the thing itself, because this is a phase it must go through, and I mean that quite literally, this is no casual deviation from the correct path, what happens to it here is going to change it profoundly, eradicating its past to an extent that, were the old term to be resumed (and it will be, why not?), it will have ceased to evoke any reminder of what it once described’ ([Bertolt] Brecht, Versuche 8–10, [Vol.] 3, Berlin, 1931, pp. 301–2; ‘Der Dreigroschenprozess’).

14. Abel Gance, op. cit., pp. 100–101.

15. Quoted by Abel Gance, op. cit., p. 100.

16. Alexandre Arnoux, Cinéma, Paris, 1929, p. 28.

17. Franz Werfel, ‘Ein Sommernachtstraum. Ein Film von Shakespeare und Reinhardt’ [‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream. A Film by Shakespeare and Reinhardt’], in Neue Wiener Journal; quoted in Lu, 15 November 1935.

18. ‘Film […] supplies (or might supply): practical conclusions regarding human actions in detail […]. Any kind of character-based motivation is lacking, the inner life of the characters never furnishes the main cause and is rarely the main result of the action’ (Brecht, op. cit., p. 268). The broadening of the field of what can be tested that the projector brings about in the screen actor matches the extraordinary broadening of the field of what can be tested that has come about for the individual as a result of economic circumstances. The importance of vocational-aptitude tests, for instance, is growing all the time. Vocational-aptitude testing is concerned with isolated bits of the individual’s performance. Both filming and vocational-aptitude testing proceed before a body of experts. The director in a film studio occupies precisely the same position as the test conductor in a vocational-aptitude test.

19. Luigi Pirandello, Si Gira [1916; translated into English by C. K. Scott Moncrieff as Shoot (1927; reprinted 2006)]; quoted by Léon Pierre-Quint, ‘Signification du cinéma’ in L’Art cinématographique II, op. cit., pp. 14–15.

20. Rudolf Arnheim, Film als Kunst [‘Film as Art’], Berlin, 1932, pp. 176–7. Certain ostensibly minor details by which the film director distances himself from what is done in the theatre assume added interest in this context. One is the experiment of having the actor play without make-up that, among others, Dreyer conducts in his Joan of Arc. He spent months finding the forty or so actors who form the court of inquisition. The search for these actors resembled one for props difficult to get hold of. Dreyer went to enormous lengths to avoid similarities of age, build, and physiognomy (see Maurice Schultz, ‘Le Masquillage’ [‘Make-up’], in L’Art cinématographique VI, Paris, 1929, pp. 65–6). If the actor becomes a prop, the prop on the other hand not infrequently functions as an actor. Certainly there is nothing unusual about film finding itself in the position of giving a prop a part. Rather than pick at random from an infinity of examples, let us cite just one that has particular probative value. A running clock will always simply be an irritant on-stage. Its role (measuring time) can never be assigned to it in the theatre. Even in a naturalistic play, astronomical time would conflict with stage time. So it is most significant that film, on occasion, has no trouble using a clock to measure time. This, more clearly than many other features, indicates how, under certain circumstances, every single prop is capable of assuming crucial functions. From here it is but a step to Pudowkin’s assertion that ‘acting associated with and based upon an object will […] always be among the most powerful methods of filmic creation’ (V. Pudowkin [quoted from German edition], Filmregie und Filmmanuskript (Practical manuals, Vol. 5), Berlin, 1928, p. 126). This makes film the first artistic medium capable of demonstrating how matter acts along with man. Film can therefore constitute an outstanding tool of materialistic representation.

21. The altered mode of representation noted here as resulting from reproductive technology can also be seen in politics. Part of the crisis currently afflicting the bourgeois democracies is a crisis in the conditions influencing the representation of those who rule. The democracies place the ruler on display directly, in person, and they do it in front of MPs. Parliament is his audience! With innovations in recording equipment making the person speaking, while he is speaking, audible to and shortly afterwards visible to vast numbers, the stress is on how the politician conducts himself in front of that recording equipment. Parliaments are emptying at the same time as theatres. Radio and film are changing not only the function of the professional actor but equally the function of the person who, as rulers do, portrays himself before them. The direction of that change is the same (their different specialist tasks notwithstanding) for the screen actor as it is for the ruler. It seeks to display testable, indeed adoptable achievements in specific social conditions. This gives rise to a new kind of selection, a selection in front of the camera, from which the star and the dictator emerge as victors.

22. The privileged character of the technologies concerned is disappearing. Aldous Huxley writes:

Advances in technology have led […] to vulgarity […]. Process reproduction and the rotary press have made possible the indefinite multiplication of writing and pictures. Universal education and relatively high wages have created an enormous public who know how to read and can afford to buy reading and pictorial matter. A great industry has been called into existence in order to supply these commodities. Now, artistic talent is a very rare phenomenon, whence it follows […] that, at every epoch and in all countries, most art has been bad. But the proportion of trash in the artistic output is greater now than at any other period. That it must be so is a matter of simple arithmetic. The population of Western Europe has a little more than doubled during the last century. But the amount of reading – and seeing – matter has increased, I should imagine, at least twenty and possibly fifty or even a hundred times. If there were n men of talent in a population of x millions, there will presumably be 2n men of talent among 2x millions. The situation may be summed up thus. For every page of print and pictures published a century ago, twenty or perhaps even a hundred pages are published today. But for every man of talent then living, there are now only two men of talent. It may be of course that, thanks to universal education, many potential talents which in the past would have been stillborn are now enabled to realize themselves. Let us assume, then, that there are now three or even four men of talent to every one of earlier times. It still remains true to say that the consumption of reading – and seeing – matter has far outstripped the natural production of gifted writers and draughtsmen. It is the same with hearing matter. Prosperity, the gramophone and the radio have created an audience of hearers who consume an amount of hearing matter that has increased out of all proportion to the increase of population and the consequent natural increase of talented musicians. It follows from all this that in all the arts the output of trash is both absolutely and relatively greater than it was in the past; and that it must remain greater for just so long as the world continues to consume the present inordinate quantities of reading matter, seeing matter and hearing matter’ (Aldous Huxley, Beyond the Mexique Bay, [1934]).

This is not of course a forward-looking view.

23. The audacities of the cameraman do indeed invite comparison with those of the surgical operator. In a catalogue of specifically gestural tricks of technique, Luc Durtain includes those ‘that surgery calls for in connection with certain difficult operations. To exemplify this, let me take a case from ENT surgery […]; I am talking about the so-called endonasal perspective procedure; or permit me to refer to the acrobatic tricks that, guided by the reversed image in the laryngoscope, throat surgery is obliged to perform; I might also mention aural surgery, which is reminiscent of the kind of precision work carried out by the watchmaker. What elaborate sequences of the most delicate muscular acrobatics are not in fact required of anyone seeking to repair or rescue the human body? Just think of a cataract operation, where what almost amounts to a discussion goes on between the surgeon’s steel and tissue parts that are virtually fluid, or those always momentous interventions in the abdominal cavity (laparotomy)’ (Luc Durtain, ‘La Technique et l’homme’, in Vendredi, 13 March 1936, no. 19).

24. This way of looking at things may seem crude; however, as that great theoretician Leonardo shows, there is a time for consulting crude ways of looking at things. Leonardo compares painting and music like this: ‘Painting is superior to music because it need not die as soon as it has received life, as is the case with poor music […]. Music, which vanishes the moment after it comes into being, is no match for painting, which with the use of varnish has become eternal’ ([Leonardo da Vinci, Frammenti letterarii e filosofici] quoted by Fernand Baldensperger, ‘Le Raffermissment des techniques dans la littérature occidentale de 1840’, in Revue de littérature comparée XV/I, Paris, 1935, p. 79 [note 1]).

25. If we are looking for an analogy with this situation, we shall find an instructive one in Renaissance painting. Here too we encounter an art whose unparalleled rise and importance rest not least on the fact that it includes within it a number of new sciences or at any rate fresh scientific data. It makes use of anatomy as well as perspective, mathematics, meteorology, and colour theory. ‘What could be more remote for us,’ writes Valéry, ‘than the strange pretension of a Leonardo, for whom painting was a supreme goal and among the highest manifestations of wisdom – so much so, indeed, that in his convinced opinion it called for omniscience, and he himself did not shrink from a theoretical analysis before which men today stand in awe of its depth and detail’ (Paul Valéry, Pièces sur l’art, op. cit., p. 191, ‘Autour de Corot’).

26. Rudolf Arnheim, op. cit., p. 138.

27. ‘A work of art,’ said André Breton, ‘has value only in so far as it trembles with reflections of the future.’ It is indeed the case that every mature art form stands at the point where three lines of development intersect. The fact is, technology works in the first place towards a particular art form. Before film emerged, there were those little photo-books that, when rapidly thumbed before the eye, showed a boxing match or game of tennis; there were funfair machines where a sequence of images was engendered by turning a handle. Secondly, traditional art forms try hard at certain stages in their development to generate effects that are subsequently produced with casual ease by a new art form. Before film came into its own, the Dadaists sought to bring before their audiences a type of movement that someone like Chaplin then evoked naturally. Thirdly, often inconspicuous social changes work towards a change of reception from which only the new art form benefits. Before the cinema had begun to build up a specific clientele, in [August Fuhrmann’s 1880 invention of] the Kaiserpanorama images (already no longer unmoving images) were viewed by an assembled audience. That audience sat around a large drum-shaped structure in which a number of stereoscopes were set: one for each viewer. Behind those stereoscopes images appeared automatically, lingered for a moment, and were then replaced by others. Similar methods had to be used by Edison when he showed the earliest filmstrips (before the screen and the projection process had been invented) to a small audience, which stared into the apparatus in which the sequence of images unwound. Incidentally, the invention of the Kaiserpanorama gave particularly clear expression to a dialectics of development. Shortly before film turned the viewing of images into a collective experience, in front of the stereoscopes of these rapidly obsolete establishments image-viewing by the individual once again acquired the same power as had formerly attached to the priest’s contemplation of the divine image in the cella.

28. The theological prototype of this immersion is the awareness of being alone with one’s god. It was from this awareness that, in the great age of the bourgeoisie, freedom drew the strength to shake off the tutelage of the Church. In the age of its decline, the same awareness had to take account of the latent tendency for the forces to which the individual gives expression in his dealings with the deity to be withdrawn from the affairs of the community.

29. Georges Duhamel, Scènes de la vie future, second edition, Paris, 1930, p. 52.

30. Film is the art form that corresponds to the heightened state of mortal peril that modern man must face. The need to expose himself to shock effects is an adaptation by man to the risks that assail him. Film corresponds to deep-rooted changes in the apparatus of perception – changes that at the level of private life are felt by every pedestrian in city traffic, at the level of history by every citizen today.

31. Much as for Dadaism, film also provides important insights as regards Cubism and Futurism. Both have the appearance of being incomplete experiments on the part of art to take account of the way in which the camera has permeated reality. Unlike film, these schools performed their experiments not by exploiting the camera to portray reality artistically but almost by creating an alloy from portrayed reality plus portrayed camera. In Cubism, the chief role was played by a sort of premonition of the camera’s construction, based on optics; in Futurism by a premonition of the cinematographic effects brought out by the rapid movement of the filmstrip through the camera.

32. Duhamel, op. cit., p. 58.

33. Here, particularly as regards the weekly newsreel, the propaganda significance of which can scarcely be exaggerated, one technological fact stands out. Mass reproduction is especially suited to reproducing masses [or ‘crowds’, as we should more properly call them in English]. In large-scale festive processions, monster rallies, mass sporting events, and war (all of which are today paraded before the camera), the mass sees itself face to face. This process, the consequences of which need no stressing, is very closely bound up with the development of reproductive and recording technology. As a rule, mass movements present themselves more clearly to the camera than to the eye. Cadres of hundreds of thousands are best captured in bird’s-eye view. And if that perspective is as accessible to the human eye as to the camera, the image that the human eye carries away from the scene is not amenable to the kind of enlargement that the recorded image undergoes. In other words, mass movements (and that includes war) represent a form of human behaviour that particularly suits the camera.

34. Quoted in La Stampa, Turin.
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