


Walter Benjamin was born in Berlin in 1892, He studied philosophy
and theology 1n Berlin and Swirzerland, and lived in various places in
Europe mcluding several vears in Pans. He was a regular contmibutor to
magazines and literary sections of newspapers. His numerous works
nclude The Origin of German Tragedy, “The Task of the Translator,”
and “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.™ In
19440), while fleeing the Gestapo at the Franco-Spanish border, he took
his own life.
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Note on Sources

Most of the lerters that appear here, along with their annotation, were
translated by Manfred R. Jacobson and Evelyn M. Jacobson from the
two-volume German edition, Walter Benjamin: Briefe, edited by Gershom
Scholem and Theodor W. Adorno. That edition, copyrighted in 1966,
was published only in 1978. Bracketed notes marked “Trans.” were added
by these translators.

Thirty-three letters, dating from 1932 on, were translated by Gary
Smith and are reprinted here from The Corvespondence of Walter Benjamin
and Gershom Scholem, 1932-1940 (New York: Schocken Books, 1989).
The letters are as follows (the first number denoting the letter number in
the present edition, the numbers in parentheses denoting the page num-
bers of the Schocken edition): 212 (13-15), 214 (25-26), 215 (27-30),
216 (33-35), 218 (40-42), 220 (50-53), 221 (57-60), 225 (68-70),
227 (82-83), 230 (94-97), 233 (109-12), 236 (119-21), 237 (122~
25), 238 (128-30), 240 (134-36), 241 (138-40), 244 (143-45), 249
(148-50), 257 (158-61), 264 (164-66), 268 (169-72), 278 (178-79),
286 (193-94), 287 (197-99), 289 (202-3), 292 (208-9), 296 (216—
17), 299 (220-26), 300 (230-31), 308 (240-43), 309 (244), 311
(251-54), 326 (262—-64). These lerters are marked by an asterisk in the
present edition. Gershom Scholem’s notes to these letters have been edited
only to eliminate repetition or cross-references. Bracketed nores are
marked “Smith.”

“Benjamin the Letter Writer,” by Theodor Adomo (p. xvii}, was trans-
lated by Howard Stern and is reprinted here with the publisher’s permus-
sion from On Walter Benjamin: Critical Essays and Recollections, edited by
Gary Smith (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988), pp. 329-37.



Publisher’s Note. This English-language edition follows exactly (with the
exception of the Translators’ Note and the Note on Sources), the ornigi-
nal publication of the Suhrkamp Verlag’s 1978 edition, including the
notes and the prefaces of the editors. Under the terms of their contract,
we were not permitted to revise the notes or to include any additonal
comments, prefaces, afterwords, etc., considering that a second scholarly
edition had yet to be published in German,

Translators’ Note

Titles of French and German works that are commonly known or easily
accessible under English ttles are referred to by the English titles, with
the original German or French in parentheses the first time they appear
in the letters. Lesser-known or untranslated works of Benjamin (often
with working titles) are given in the original language with an English
translation in parentheses the first time they appear. Other French and
German works that are known primarily or only in the original are referred
to in those languages.



Foreword

Gershom Scholem

Walter Benjamin’s natural and extraordinary talent for letter writing was
one of the most captivatng facets of his nature. When [ suggested to
Theodor Adorno that we jointly publish a collection of Benjamuin’s letters,
[ was able to do so because a significant number of letters constituting a
representative core for such a collection was already available. A selection
of his letters could be assembled around this core, which consisted of
the extensive correspondence spanning twenty-five years that Benjamin
conducted with me, as well as his lerters to the members of the Institute
for Social Rescarch during his years as an émigré, especially those to Max
Horkhecimer and Adorno. We knew of other correspondence that had
been preserved and would be accessible to us: letters to Florens Christian
Rang, Hofmannsthal, and the later letters to Werner Kraft. Once we had
clected to do the project, we could also expect to find sall more material
that would have survived the storms and catastrophes of the past decades.
We were not disappointed. Benjamin was a2 much too impressive and
significant phenomenon to almost all who knew him more intimately for
them not to have preserved all or some of his letters to them. The natural
charm and the splendor of his power of expression, which manifests itself
even in spontancous communication, were additional factors that inevira-
bly made these letters precious to those who received them. Thus, in spite
of everything, it turned out that we had a surprising wealth of matenal
at our disposal. This volume offers the reader an extensive sampling from
this material. We were fortunate in being able to present an almost unin-
terrupred sequence of letrers spanning thirty years, from Benjamin’s cigh-
teenth birthday to shortly before his suicide while in flight from the mur-
derers, These very diverse letters arc addressed to friends of his vouth and
to men and women with whom he later maintained literary and personal

relationships. They constitute valuable documentation of his personal and
intellectual biography, and we hope they will at the same time allow the

image of his person, which has made such an unforgettable impression
on us, to emerge in clear contours for the rcader as well. These letters
begin with the Youth Movement of the years immediately preceding the
First World War. Notwithstanding all his exuberance and vouthful
vagueness, Benjamin assumed a sharply defined stance in this movement
in his particularly visible role as the main contributor to Der Anfang, the
journal published by Gustav Wyncken; as the main spokesman of the
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it Gershom Scholem

Young People’s Discussion Hall in Berlin; and as president of the Free
Students at the University of Berlin. The letters then take us through his
years of total withdrawal, or even reclusion, to the vears when he was
active as an author and journalist. They attend his confrontations with
the grear intellectual movements and phenomena of these years and fore-
ibly attest to the transformations of his genius, from the metaphysician
who dreamed of becoming an exegete of the great Hebrew texts, to the
Marxist he wanted to be in his later vears.! The purpose of this collection
15 to make evident the life story and physiognomy of one of the deepest
thinkers and most articulate individuals to emerge from the German-
speaking Jewish community in the generation before its destruction.

Of course much of the correspondence has been lost, including Benja-
min’s letters to his parents; to his siblings, George and Dora; from the
period of the Youth Movement, the letters to Kurt Tuchler, Franz Sachs,
Gustav Wyneken, Fritz Heinle, and Georg Barbizon; from the First
World War to the twenties and thirties, the letters to Wolt Heinle, Erich
Gutkind, Emst Bloch, and Siegfried Kracauer. We did not have access to
the letters saved by Brecht. Among the lerters to women who were close
to him, those to Grete Cohn-Radt, his first iancée, and to Dora Benjamun,
his wife, who died in 1964, have all been lost, Only right before the
collection went to press did we learn that his friend Asja Lacis, to whom
One-Way Streer 1s dedicated, was living in Riga. For many vears Benjamin
felt particularly close to Jula Cohn, the sister of his boyhood triend Alfred
Cohn. Of the letters to her, the only ones that have been preserved date
trom the period after her marnage to Fritz Radr {1925). Among letters
to French correspondents, those to André Breton, for example, have been
lost or cannot be located, and very few of those written to French acquain-
tances have been preserved or made available to us. Between 1915 and
1921, Benjamin conducted an occasionally lively correspondence with
Werner Kraft, in which he primarily voiced at length his opinions on
literary questions. Indeed, as he told me at the nme, he sometimes thought
of using these letters as the basis for a sequel to the Brigfe zur neuern
Literatur. They have been lost due to particularly unhappy circumstances,
and only Benjamin’s letters to Kraft after the resumption of their relation-
ship in the thirties have been preserved.

Here [ would like to say a word about his letters to me, which consti-

l. Adomo wrote more exhaustively aboutr WB in “Charakrensnk Walter Benjamuns,”™ in
Prismen (Berlin and Frankfurt am Main, 1955) [translared by Samuel Weber and Shierry
Weber, “A Portraie of Walter Benjamin,” in Prioms (Cambrnidge: MIT Press, 1967), pp.
227-41], and in the foreword w the Gesammelte Scmiften [hereafter Schmften—Trans. |;
Scholem in “Walter Bemjamin,” Newe Rundschan (1965), 1-21.
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tute something like a mainstay for many years of the selection now before
us. [ became acquainted with Walter Benjamin three months after his final
break with Wyneken, and my passionarte ties to Judaism and the cause of
Zionism, no less than our shared intense interest in philosophical and
literary matters, paved my way to him. I was very young at the ume. 1
was studying mathematics and Hebrew with equal intensity and deluged
him with information, questions, and thoughts concerning my Jewish
studies, but also my youthful encounter with mathematics and philoso-
phy. From the beginning of our correspondence, substantive and personal
interests were joined, and this combination defines the approximarely
three hundred letters 1 have from him. Since we usually did not live 1n
the same place and, especially after I went to Palestine in 1923, we had
to rely almost exclusively on written communication, letrers constituted
the medium of our later relationship in a quite exemplary way. After
1923, there were only two occasions on which personal conversation
was able to rake the place of correspondence. Therefore, while in his
rclationships with other people most of the interaction occurred through
the medium of productive conversation and spontancous apccth his let-
ters to me had to take the place of everything denied us in the way of
personal contact. The result was that much of what amounted to personal
reports and self-reflections, which would othenwise have been lost, was
preserved, while much, of course, could not be expressed in this medium,
precisely because of our physical separation. 1 am also convinced that he
spoke to others about me with the same critical candor and ironic edge
with which he expressed himself about others in his letters to me. We
always knew where we stood with each other.

Of the approximately six hundred letters that were available to us, we
have selected more than three hundred that, we believe, combine to form
a whole. The tone, even the intonation, of these letters varies according
to the person to whom they are addressed. It 1s precisely this thar reflects
the fecundiry of Benjamin’s personality, refracted in a medium appropriate
to him. In large part, the letters are long, in keeping with his need for
reflection and for communication with his friends. Since the short letters
are often only of a technical nature, they could be excluded without loss.
Orther letters were excluded because their subject matter was less impor-
tant or because they repeated what is adequately treated in letters included
in the collection. There is much [ had ro omit, especially many of the
letters to me, for reasons of space if nothing else. Omissions made within
the letters selected for inclusion are always indicated by cllipsis dots in
brackets [. . .]. They concern purely rechnical and financial marters, his
relationships with his parents, and personal comments abour people still
living that we did not think we had the authority to make public. We did
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lcave in objective criticism of individuals, even when it was of an ironic
nature; bevond that, discretion seemed to be in order.

In the footnotes, we have limited ourselves to what was absolutely
necessary. In a letter to Ermst Schoen on September 19, 1919, Benjamin
criticizes the use of foototes in collections of letters by comparing them
to leeches. This bad to be interpreted as a warning directed to us as
editors to proceed with caution. We did not bother to include footnotes
to explain literary matters that are common knowledge. In many cases
when an explanation would not have been amiss, we were no longer able
to determine the precise circumstances to which Benjamin alludes. This
1s primarily true of the letters before 1915, before I knew Benjamin better.
For the next fifteen years I could resort to my own fairly detailed memory
and, for the tme after that, to both Adomo’s and my memory, as well as
to other written documents (such as my dianies from 1915 to 1919}, Over
the vears, Benjamin’s wife, who lived in London during and after the
Second World War unul her death, also provided me with a lot of infor-
manon. I must also thank Herbert Belmore (Rome), Franz Sachs ( Johan-
nesburg), and Jula Rade-Cohn (Naarden, Holland) for valuable informa-
ton concerning spectfic details of the letters written during his vouth.
Untortunately Ernst Schoen, whose tfriendship with Benjamin goes all the
wav back to those early years, died before we had gathered the marenal
for this collection and before we were able to ask him abour details only
he was in a position to clanify.

We have unitormly placed the date in the top right-hand corner of
cach letter. Benjamin himself usually placed 1t at the botrom lett-hand,
next to his signature. We have normalized the use of the comma after the
salutanon. The punctuanion of the letters themselves posed a difhcult
problem. For years, mainly berween 1914 and 1924, as a matter of princi-
ple Benjamin did not adhere to established usage, and proceeded ennirely
at:::u::-rding to his own inchnations, in particular resisung the usc of the
comma in personal letters. He used relativelv conventional puncruation
only in more or less formal letters. After 1921 he began, at first very
ht.:a.u:.amtll.r but then increasingly, to conform to orthographic conventions
cven 1 this cespect. Therefore, in the letters before 1921, 1 have corrected
the punctuation only rarely, when it seemed rotally necessary because of
syntactical considerations; later we made it conform more to established
usage.

Letters written to Benjanmin have been as good as completely lost unnl
now, with the exception of the letters written to him by Horkheimer and
Adorno n his very last years. They were tvped and preserved 1in carbon
copies. Of the hundreds of letters T wrote to him, 1 now have copies of
only five. We decided to include three of my letters and two of Adorno’s
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in this collection, and to incorporate them at their proper chronological
place, because they seemed to be of special significance for the theoretical
questions we were debating, They also have much to contribute to an
understanding of his letters and beyond thar, to an understanding, of his
very person. Finally, they transmir an image of the give-and-take of living
specch in this correspondence. I have also included two ot my own poems,
to which Benjarmn referred in several letters, at the proper chronological
place in the text: one poem on Paul Klee's painting Angelus Novus, the
name Benjamin wanted to use for a journal he was planning to publish;
the other a didactic poem on Kafka's Trial.

We divided editorial duties as follows, and accordingly bear scparatc
responsibility for the final shape of the letters and the notes: I edited all
the letters prior to 1921 and, atter 1921, the letters written to me, Max
Rychner, Martin Buber, Alfred Cohn, Jula Radt, Werner Kraft, Fritz
Licb, Kitty Marx-Steinschneider, and Hannah Arendt. Adorno was re-
sponsible for the letters wrnitten to himself and his wate, to Florens Chns-
tian Rang, Hofmannsthal, Brecht and the members of his circle, Karl
Thieme, Adrienne Monnier, and Horkheimer. Rolf Tiedemann made a
significant contribution to the footnotes of the letters edited by Adorno.
Each of us has read and commented on the part edited by the other.

Finally, T would like to extend our most heartfele gratitude to every-
body who has assisted in making this book a reality by contriburing letters,
above all to Mr. Herbert Belmore (Rome), Mrs. Hansi Schoen (Countess
Johanna Rogendorf, London), Mrs. Jula Radt-Cohn (Naarden), Mrs.
Grete Cohn-Radt (Pans), Dr. Werner Kraft ( Jerusalem), Dr. Kitty Stein-
schneider (Jerusalem), Prof. Fritz Licb (Basel), and Mrs. Susanne Thieme
(Lorrach), as well as the heirs and execurors of the estares of Brecht,
Hotmannsthal, and Rang. Our warmest thanks are due the Suhrkamp
Verlag, which was receptive to our suggestions and wishes, and Walter
Bochlich, an editor at Suhrkamp, who was of tremendous help to us in
many ways. The work of collecting the material, the preparation of the
manuscript, and its printing took over four years. Quite a few letters were
made avatlable to us only during the printing, and some even after we
had finished reading galley proofs. Thus this collection, which is meant
to be a living monument to our deceased friend, now appears owenty-five
vears after his death.



Joom in

Benjamin the Letter Writer

Theodor W. Adorno

Walter Benjamin the person was from the very beginning so completely
the medium of his work—his felicity was so much one of the mind—that
anything one might call “immediacy of life” was refracted. Not that he
was ascetic, or even gave such an impression by his appearance; but there
was something almost incorporeal about him. Master of his ego as few
others have been, he scemed alicnated from his own phwsss. That is perhaps
one root of his philosophical intentions: to render accessible by rational
means that range of experience that announces itself in schizophrenia. Just
as Benjamin’s thinking constitutes the antithesis of the existential concept
of the person, he secems empirically, despite extreme individuation, hardly
to have been a person art all, but rather an arena of movement in which
a certain content forced its way, through him, into language. It would be
idle to reflect on the psychological origin of this trait; to do so would be
to postulate precisely the standard image of a living being that Benjamin’s
speculadon exploded, and to which general consensus clings all the more
obdurately the less of a life life becomes. A remark about his own hand-
writing (Benjamin was a good graphologist), namely that its object was
above all to pretend that nothing had happened, artests at any rate his
attitude toward this dimension of himself; but otherwise he never both-
ered much about his psychology.

It 1s doubtful whether anyone else ever succeeded in making his own
neurosis—if indeed it was a neurosis—so productive. The psychoanalytic
concept of neurosis implies the fettering of productive torces, the misdi-
rection of energies. Nothing of the sort in Benjamin’s case. His productiv-
ity in spite of self-alicnation can be explained only by the fact that the
difficile subjective mode of his reactions was the precipitate of an abjective
historical reality, which enabled him to transform himself into an organ
of objectivity. What he may have lacked in immediacy, or what must soon
have become second nature to him to conceal, is forfeit in a world subject
to the abstract law of relations between people. Only at the price of the
severest pain, or clse untruthfully, as tolerated nature, may it show itself.
Benjamin had acknowledged the consequences long before he was con-
sciously aware of such matters. In himself and his relanions with others
he insisted unreservedly upon the primacy of the mind; which, in licu of
immediacy, became for him immediate. His private demeanor at times
approached the ritualistic. The influence of Stefan George and his school,

Vi
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with whom Benjamin had nothing in common philosophically even as a
youth, amounts to this: from George he learned the patterns of ritual. In
the letters this ritual element extends to the graphic image, indeed even
to the sclection of writing paper, about which he was uncommonly partic-
ular; during the period of emigration his friend Alfred Cohn continued
a longstanding practice of presenting him with a specific grade of paper.
Benjamin’s ritual behavior was most pronounced in his youth, and only

toward the end of his life did it begin to relax; as if the appmhmsmn of

catastrophe, of what was worse than death, had awakened the long-buried
spontancity of expression that he had banished through mimesis to the
hour of death.

Bf-:njamin was a great letter writer, and obviously he wrote letters with
a passion. Despite two wars, the Hitler Reich, and emigration, very many
of them have been preserved; it was difficult to make a sclection. The
letter became one of his literary forms; as such, it does transmit the pni-
mary impulses, but interposes something between them and the ad-
dressee: the process of shaping the written material as if in conformance
with the law of objectification—in spite of the particular occasion and
also by virtue of it—as though the impulse were otherwise not legitimate.
Thinkers of major significance and power will often produce insights that
address their objects with utmost fidelity and vet at the same time are
insights into the thinkers themselves. This was the case with Benjamin; a
model would be the well-known remark about the old Goethe as chancery
clerk of his own interior. Such second nature has nothing affected or
posed about it, though Benjamin would have taken the reproach with
cquanimuty. The letter form suited him because it predisposes to mediated,
objectified immediacy, Letter writing simulates life in the medium of the
frozen word. In a letter one can disavow isolation and nonetheless remain
distant, apart, i1solated.

One ancedote that does not directly involve correspondence ar all may
shed some light on Benjamin’s distinctive features as a letter writer. The
conversation once came round to differences between the written and the
spoken word; tor instance, the fact that in lively conversation, for the sake
of humaneness, one speaks somewhat less formally and uses the comfort-
able perfect tense where German grammar would strictly require the sim-
ple past. Benjamin, who had a very delicate car for linguistic nuances, was
unreceptive to this idea and challenged it with some intensity, as if a sore
spot had been touched. His letters are figures of a speaking voice that
writes when it t:pLal-.s,

For the renunciation that bears them, however, these letters have been
richly rewarded; and the reward justifies their being made accessible to a
wide readership. It is true that Benjamin experienced the present moment
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in the “prismatic splendor™ of reflection;' but he was granted power over
the past. The letter form is an anachronism and was already becoming
one in Benjamin’s lifetime; his own letters are not thereby impugned.
Charactenistically, he wrote them by hand whenever possible, long after
the typewriter had prevailed. The pleasure he took in the physical act of
writing—he loved to prepare excerpts and fair copies—was as great as
his aversion to mechanical expedients; in this respect the essay “The Work
of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” like many another stage
of his intellectual biography, was an act of identification with the aggres-
sor. Letter writing registers a claim of the individual, but is nowadays
quite as ineffectual in advancing thac claim as the world 1s set against
honoring it. When Benjamin remarked that it was no longer possible to
caricature anyonc, he was dealing with a closcly relared issuc; likewise in
the essay “The Storyteller.” In a toral constitution of society that demotes
every individual to a function, no one is now entitled to give an account
of himsclf in a letter as though he were still the uncomprehended individ-
ual, which is what the letter claims; the “I” in a letter has something about
it of the merely apparent.

Subjectvely, though, in the age nf—’disimcgrating experience people are
no longer disposed to write letters.” For the time being it scems that
ts:ghnnlngx is undercutting their premise. Since letters are no longer neces-
sary, in view of the speedier means of communication and the dwindling
of space-time distances, their very substance is dissolving. Benjamin
brought to them an uninhibited talent for antiquities; he celebrated the
wedding of a vanishing institution to its utopian restoration. Whar enticed
him to write letters was thus connected with his habirual mode of experi-
cnce; for he regarded historical forms—and the letter is one such form—
as nature that required deciphering, that issued a binding commandment.
His posture as a letter writer inclines to thar of the allegorist: letters were
for Benjamin natural-history illustradons of what survives the ruin of
time. His own letters, by virrue of not ar all resembling the ephemeral
utterances of life, develop their objective force: that of formulation and
nuance indeed worthy of a human being. Here the cye, grieving for the
losses about to overtake i, still lingers over things with a patient intensity
that itsclf nceds to be restored as a possibility, *1 am not interested in
people; I am interested only in things™—this private remark of Benjamin's

l. The reference 1s to Goethe's Fausr, Act 2, scene L, line 4727 —S8tem
The word for “cxpenience™ 1s Erfalmung; Benjamin's formulation of the distnction
berween Erfabriotg and Erlebmis is developed, for example, in the essay “On Some Motifs
in Baudelaire,™ IHuminatims—Stern.
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broaches the secret of his letters. The energy of negation that emanates
from 1t is identical with his productive cnergy.

The carly letters are all to friends from the Free German Youth Move-
ment, a radical group headed by Gustav Wyncken that came closest to
realizing its program in the Free School Community at Wickersdorf. Ben-
jamin was also an influential contributor to that circle’s periodical publica-
ton Der Anfnnﬁ, which artracted much artention in 1913-14. It is diffi-
cult to imagine him, with his thoroughly idiosyncratic reactions, involved
in such a movement, or in fact in any movement. That he plunged 1n
so unreservedly, that he took so very seriously the controversies of the
“discussion halls” and all who participated in them—by now the issues
arc incomprehensible to an outsider—was surely the result of psychic
compensation. Benjamin was by nature inclined to express the general
through an extreme of the particular, through what was proper to himself;
and he suffered so acurely on that account that he searched for collectivi-
tics—to be sure, fitfully and in vain—even in his maturity. Furthermore

(and on the other hand!) he shared the general tendency of voung intellec-

tuals to overestimate the people they first associate with. As a matter of
course he credited his friends with the same intentness upon achieving
the utmost that animated his own intellectual existence from its first to
its final day; such confidence befits the pure will. [t cannot have been the
most trifling of his painful experiences to discover that most people do
not have the power of elevation that his own example led him to assume

in others; and what is more. they do not even aspirc to that utmost of

which he considered them uqlpﬂblt because it is the potential of humanity.
To be sure, Benjamin’s experience of young people, with whom he
fervently identified, and also his experience of himself as a youth were
alrcady in the mode of reflection. Being young became for him an attitude
of consciousness. He was supremely indifterent to the contradiction here:
one negates naiveté by adnpnng it as a standpoint, let alone contemplating
Ms.mp!n sics of Youth.” Later, Benjamin’s melancholy observation that
hf. ‘revered youth” aptly named the trait that left its dlstmgul';hmg mark
on the carly letters. Between his own prochivities and the circle he joined
there was a gulf that he seems to have attempred to bridge by indulging
his need to dominate; even afterward, while m:rkmi_, on the baroque
book, he once remarked that images such as that of the kmg had artracted
him very strongly from the beginning. Flashes of imperiousness dart
through the often nebulous carly letters like lightning bolts in search of
tinder; the gesture anticipates what intellectual energy will later accom-
plish. Benjamin must have typified the behavior that young people, say
university students, are so quick to censure in the most gifted among
them as arrogant. And such arrogance 15 not to be denied. It marks the
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difference between what persons of the highest intellecrual rank know to
be their potential and what they already are; a difference for which they
adjust by means of behavior that m.ccmanl\ gives the surface appearance
of presumption. Later, the mature Benjamin exhibited as little arrogance
as desire to dominate. His pnhtmf:% was consummate and extremely
gracious; it is documented also in the letters. In this quality he resembled
Brecht, and without it the friendship between them could hardly have

lasted very long,.

With a sense of abashment at his beginnings, such as commonly over-

takes those of high aspir’t[mnmm abashment quite the equal of the earlier

self-assessment—Benjamin closed accounts on the period of his participa-
tion in the Youth Movement when he came to full self-awareness. He
stayed in touch with only a handful of friends, like Alfred Cohn. And
of course with Ernst ‘ighum that was a lifelong friendship. Schoen’s
indescribably distinguished bearing and sensitivity must have touched him
to the quick, and certainly Schoen was among the first acquaintances to
match him in caliber. If Benjamin enjoyed a few vears of more or less
secure income between the collapse of his academic plans and the outbreak
of tascism, he owed them in no small measure to the solidarity of Emst
Schoen, who as program director of Radio Frankfurt commissioned his
regular and frequent contributions. Schoen was one of those profoundly
sclf-assured individuals who loved to vield the limelight—without a trace
of resentment and to the point of sclf-effacement; all the more reason to
remember him when speaking of Benjamin's personal history.

Aside from the marriage to Dora Kellner, the friendship with Scholem
was of deasive importance during the period of Benjamin’s emancipation;
Scholem was his intellectual peer, and the friendship probably the closest
he ever contracted. Benjamin's talent for tr:mdshlp resembled his talent
for letter writing in many features, even in such cccentric ones as the
mystery-mongering with which he kept his friends apart whenever possi-
ble; althuugh within a necessarily limired circle, they did as a rule eventu-
ally make cach other’s acquaintance. Que of aversion to clichés of the
human sciences, Benjamin rejected the idea that there had been any devel-
opment in his work; but the difference between his first letters to Scholem
and all the previous ones, as well as the trajectory of the eenvre itsclf,
demonstrates how much he did in fact develop. Here, suddenty, he is free
of all contrived superiority; which is replaced by the infinitely delicate
wrony that made him so extraordinarily charmmg also in private life, de-
spite his strangely objectified and untouchable personality. That irony

resides in part in the incongruousness of a touchy and fastidious Benjamin
toving with folksiness, say with the Berlin idiom or with typically Jewish
cXpressions.
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The letters from the carly twenties on have not dated as much as those
written before World War I. Benjamun unfolds himself in loving reportage
and narrative, in precise cpigrammatic formulations, and occasionally
also—nat altogether too often!—in theoretical argument. To the last of
these he felt compelled whenever his extensive travels prevented personal
discussion with the correspondent. His literary relations are widely ramu-
fied. Benjamin was anything but a misunderstood writer who would not
be rediscovered unnl today. His quality remained hidden only from the
envious; through journalistic media like the Frankfierter Zeitung and the
Literarische Welr it became generally visible. Nort until the eve of fascism
was he rebufted; and even in the first years of Hitler’s dictatorship he was
still able to publish pseudonymously here and there in Germany. The
letters convey a progressive picture not only of him, but also of the spin-
tual chimate of the age. The breadth of his professional and personal
contacts was not restricted by politics of any sort. These contacts ranged
from Florens Christian Rang and Hofmannsthal to Brecht; the intricate
texture of theological and social motifs becomes perspicuous in the corre-
spondence. Time and again he adapted himscelt to the recipient without
thereby diminishing his individuality, reserve and a sense of etiquette, the
constituents of any Benjamin letter, then enter the service of a certain
diplomacy. There is something touching abour that diplomacy when one
remembers how little the sometimes artfully considered sentences actually
facilitated his life; how incommensurate he remained with existing condi-
tions and how unassimilable, in spite of temporary successcs.

I should like to mention the dignity and, until it became a question of
sheer survival, the patient self-possession with which Benjamin endured
the period of emigration, although the first years imposed upon him the
most pitiful material arcumstances, and although he never for a moment
deceived himself about the danger of sojourning in France. For the sake
of his magnum opus, the Paris Arcades project, he accepted the danger.
In maintaining such an atorude at that time, he benefited greatly from
his impersonality and disregard of private concerns: since he understood
himself as the instrument of his thought, and refused to set up his life as
an end in itself—in spite, or rather because, of the unfathomable wealth
of substance and experience that he incorporated—he never bemoaned
his fate as a private mistfortune. Insight into the objecnve conditions of
that tate gave him the strength to raise himself above it; the very strength
that allowed him in 1940, doubtless with thoughts ot death, to formulate
the theses “On the Concept of History.”

Only by sacrificing life did Benjamun become the spirit thar lived by
this idea: there must be a human estate that demands no sacrifices.

The Correspondence of
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The Letters

1. To Herbert Belmore
[Vaduz]
July 15, 1910°
Dear Herbert,

Why don’t [ write yvou once? Why not? That’s easy. I haven’t vet re-
ceived a single line from you in response to my many postcards. Neverthe-
less, out of the boundless goodness of my heart and since I want to
consecrate the first day of the new year of my life with a good deed, 1
intend to find it in mv heart o write a umely, precise, long, and real
letter. And to begin, I hereby give notice that [ want an answer to this
lerter, sent general delivery to: St. Moritz (Dorf). For on Sunday I intend
to leave Vaduz, where [ have spent many a beautiful day, walking in the
cool valley and climbing to the mountain peak. Now my feet, and perhaps
the smoky train, will transplant me from here to Ragaz, whence a few
hours’ journey will bring me to St. Moritz. It is stll uncertain whether
from there T mughe travel to Iraly or return soon to Germany.—So much
for the acrual facts. As far as my spirit is concerned, today it received
bounteous nourishment to celebrate my cighteenth birthday. I would like
to tell you abour it in more detail, but this kind of subject matter will not
tolerate the constraints of the strict cadences in which I write. And thus
the technical limitarions of my creative writing compel me to conclude
this letter against my will.

1. Wrirten on WB’s eighreenth birthday. Herbert Belmore was a fellow student ar the
Kaiser Friedrich Gymnasium in Berlin.

2. To Herbert Belmore
St. Montz
July 27, [ste—Trans.| 1910
Dear Herbert,

I’'m approaching the end of my “Romance.” Partly out of a surteir of
material (which I can’t master), partly out of a lack of time (which I don't
have), partly because 1 have to write you a great deal about something
clse (which T won’t do). So I have to go on writing the “Romance”
anyway. But first an editorial and a geographical observation.
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1. I hope that you have also received my other letters and cards (be-
cause—Dbelieve me!—vou only ever mention the first ones [ wrote). They
were all sent ro your home address.

2. Liechtenstein is not in Austria, but is a small sovereign principality
and has only Austrian postage stamps (postage 5 pfennigs). But that is
no longer relevant, because I am now in Switzerland. My address is care
of the Petersburg Hotel, St. Moritz. I'll be here until about Thursday the
29th. (Postage for a postcard, 10 pf.; for a letter, 20 pf. You will have to
inquire at the post office what the postage is for two-page letters.)

Well:

On the morming of July 17 in the year of our Lord 1910, a two-horse
carriage rolled out of the village of Vaduz onto the country road that lay
basking in the sunshine. The larks exulted in the air, the sky was blue,
and the mountain peaks sparkled in the sunlight. The attentive female
reader will have already surmised who was sitting in the carriage—none
other than our renowned Walter. A yellow panama hat picturesquely
concealed part of his tanned face, out of which two steel-blue, unflinching
cyes flashed underncath dark brows. The attentive female reader, who has
already read two to three dozen romances, will know that the same Walter
reached his destination (in this case Balzers, near the Swiss border) after
a one- to two-hour journey; that he pushed his slouch hat—pardon me,
his panama—farther down on his face; that he furrowed his brow and
cntered the lonely inn on the country road (in this case, the Post Hotel).
She wall know that he allowed himself only a short rest and soon emerged
in order to reach the hostile city (in this case, Bad Ragaz) before evening
tell. But what she will not know 1s that he had to walk for two hours in
the heat of the sun into the most horrible tochn before he could take
refreshment ar an inn on the country road. In short, toward evening he
was in Ragaz. Here our hero had an impression of Ragaz as a beautifully
situated, terribly desolate tourist spa, which he had visited only because
he wanted to sec the Tamina Gorge, just an hour away. He did this on
the following day and, after his return home, told his astonished comrades
about the magnificent impression it had made on him. Our hero has been
in St. Moritz since yesterday evening. That he had the most horrible
toothache during his trip on the magnificent Albula railway need not be
mentioned to those who are well acquainted with him and the general
cussedness of things In St. Monitz, he has not yet spoken with Boninger,
who, however, is still here."! This morning dunng the open-air concert,
he observed the lite of the spa, which gencrally yiclds some apergus. Be-
cause of a shortage of space, however, there is no room for them here.
He conanues to create aphorisms from time to time, a pasume suitable
to and recommended for spiritually ruinous toothaches. This afternoon
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he will pay a visit to the Segantini Muscum. And because this style would
no longer be appropriate to the subject, he will close this portion of the
“Romance” with a happy heart and in the hope of soon receiving an
“antiromance” from

Herbert Bl?

1. Theodor Boninger, a classmate of WB and Belmore, died in 1914 dunng the war,
He was the son of a high public othaal.
2. Written as a signarure.

3. To Herbert Belmore
St. Moritz
July 22, 1910
Dear Herbert,
In order to write you, I will put down Mauthner’s Die Sprache, a book
I received as a birthday gift after asking for it. And indeed I pur it down
with a happy heart. Less because [ want to write you than because [ no
longer have to read it. The book is extremely heavy going, and I think I
will forego it tor the time being. I also reccived Gurlitt’s Die Schule,
Burkhard’s Das Theater,' Spitteler’s two-volume (new) edition of Der
olympische Friilling, two volumes of Storm. And Das zwette Buch der Ernte.
Pompous! Incomparable! The foreword, printed as usual on the dust
jacket, begins, “Two years of total absorption in compiling and sifting
have brought to fruition this, the second and last book of the Ermte.”
Kithe Vesper-Waentig has provided a few more rose-shaped doodles:
otherwise the old ones are still there. Two poems by Will-Vesper [sic] are
again included, good ones, incidentally. Otherwise it contains some odd
things: for this second collection (it 1s not actually a sequel beginning
with the modern era, but again starts around 3000 B.c.), Will Vesper has
discovered Eichendorft and Holderlin, among others—by chance, at the
same time as [ have. Anything by Goethe that was not included in the
first volume is in the second. Based on this, two things become clear:
first, that Goethe 15 a poet of genius; second, that he does not belong in
an anthology but that you are better off obtaining his collected works. In
the interval between the publication of the first and second Ernre volumes
(as you may know), the poems of Angelus Silesius (a medieval poet) have
appeared, published by Diedenichs. By a remarkable coinaidence, the very
same poct has suddenly been discovered by Will Vesper during his “two
vears of total absorption in compiling and sifting.” By the way, Angelus’s
pieces, at least those included in the Ernse, are wonderful, but they are
not lyric poetry. It is pathetic that Will Vesper needed another two vears
to discover a few poems by Nietzsche and Hoffmannstal [sic), which have
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alreadv appeared in all the other anthologies. Furthermore, in contrast to
the first volume, not everything printed in this one 1s flawless. Otherwise
there 1 surely much that 15 good in this second volume—I have not vet
rcad very much of it but rather have skimmed it. This ttme, what 1s very
good-—much better than in the first volume—are the medieval poems.

That's it tor a St. Montz hterary letter. Now comes a St. Moritz nature
letter. Under the arcumstances I'm at a loss to write anything at all. At
first quite a tew things here seemed to me to be a bit too civilized, but
once you take a few steps back, evervthing is wondertul. When 1 see the
mountains from this perspective, [ sometimes ask myself why all this
culture exists at all. Yer we forget to take into account the extent to which
it is precisely culture (and even superculture) thar enables us 1o enjoy
nature.

Yesterday W. from Berlin permitted himself a rendevous [sic]. We (i.c.
our family) went on an outing with Teddv,” and met your parents, your
sister, and a stranger who was with them. Your parents silenced my com-
plants. To my horror, I learned that all my letters to you were torwarded
here to vour parents—it's no wonder I haven’t heard from you. Yesterday
vour father gave me vet another card [ had written vou from Vaduz. This
has surely been one of the most remarkable exchanges of correspondence
in existence. Because of the postage due, 1t also turned our to be rather
cxpensive for vour parents.

I have learned that you are supervising the cleaning up of your house.
My heartfelt sympathy to you and those who are doing the cleaning,.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

L. All are volumes 1n the collection Die Gesellschaft.
2. Boninger.

4. To Herbert Belmore
Weggas
July 18, 1911
Lucky vou! Twice lucky!

Namely: 1) vou were already in Sils-Maria when 1 was granted the
honor of receiving my grade (IIB) in the auditorium (!} of the Kaiser
Friedrich School. Twice lucky, for you benefit from my being too lazy to
get down my picture postcards and will consequently receive a longer
written communication (letter) from me. This is to inform you: first and
foremost, that [ am also in Switzerland, and today for the last time in
Weggis (in the Hotel [Albana], which is so generously providing me with
stationery ). But tomorrow, as far as it is possible for any mortal traveler
to make this kind of prediction, I will be in Wengen (Bernese Oberland).
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[ will refrain from giving you descriptions of the local countryside, be-
causc they would merely provoke a flaccid smile from the pale lips of the
blasé traveler who dwells in the Engadine. Therefore, to the purely prag-
matic (excerpt from a travel diary yet to be wrnitten):

Lake Lucerne looks like a lopsided cross (writes Bidecker [sic]). Steam-
boats provide for the tounsts and trathc on the lake’s surface (says
Karlchen).! This stvle is tedious (you say). Sorry! , . .

Well::: By carly morning I was in Lucerne. It is the most magmficent
lakeside resort I have ever seen (and [ saw it for three-quarters of an hr.),
and [ am convinced that at a certain age, in certain places (should you be
interested, on the spa’s promenade), you can’t walk more than 100 paces
without geting engaged. In this region, the Alps are still conspicuously
restrained. —I was already in Weggas for lunch. (How clse 1s a person to
orient himself on trips but bv the five (holy) meals, since ume is not
divided up as it is by the daily grind of work.) In Weggis the Alps arc
alrcady more concrete. Mount Rigi 1s high and has **. Here, as almost
evervwhere, we did not go to the top. Here, as almost everywhere, a
mountain railway goes ro the top. (I believe that no country on earth 1s
as accessible to the lame and the fragile as mountainous Switzerland. )—
Today [ walked the most beauuful strerch of the famous Axen Road,
which runs along Lake Lucerne.? The road continues above the Gotthard
ratlwav and n places has been blasted out of the chffs. Amazing views.
You walk along the extremely high mountain face; on the opposite side
vou see wooded mountains, snow-topped mountains, and glaciers; in the
midst of these, the lake displays a continuous, very clearly defined transi-
ton from dark green to blue- or light green, depending on the position
of the sun. In Flilelen (at the end of the lake), there is a restaurant where
they don’t serve liquor. My daily routine begins at nine o’clock. T usually
spend the morning on a shady terrace or in the hotel park, day-dreaming
with a Latin primer in my hand (notice the well-worn “poetic contrast™),
or, in a state of extreme excitement, holding The Culture of the Renaissance
i Ltaly [Die Kultur der Renatssanee in Italien] (by Burkhardr [sic]). Untor-
tunately, I have only the first volume with me since I didn’t hope to finish
cven this one. But now [ have almost finished it. Thrlling and often
unbelievable. (Pietro Aretino received an annual pension from Karl V and
Franz [ so that he would spare them in his satirical poems.) Cf. Bruhn.?
[ am also slowly nearing the end of Anna Karenina and just as slowly,
but surcly, Tolstoy is becoming more interesting to me than his heroine,
[n addition, I have a lot of other nice things with me, among others
Kaspar Hawser?

In conclusion, I will leave you with the following good, probably su-
perfluous, advice. After many vears of experience, I have recently become
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aware of how much more peculiar and, above all, how completely different
nature appears after sundown (from 8:45 to 9:15). Beauniful and strange.
Well, if you have not yet observed this, then do so. I await your response
in Wengen, general delivery.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

L. This 15 probably a reference to the then popular humonist Karlchen (Erdinger).
2. [In German, the Vierwaldstitter See.—Trans.] Drawn as a rebus: the number 4,
trecs, a Mownsman.

3. The publisher of a Berlin newspaper, about whose conduct simular rumors were 1n
circulagion.
4. Wassermann's novel.

5. To Herbert Belmore
Wengen
Julv 19, 1911
[sis . . . Pythia . . . Demeter,

Behold, my unfettered soul openly betook itself to you, from Weggis
to the Engadine. Yet it discovered no charming Swiss cottage. Rather, in
the midst of the eternal glacier, an altar rose up (it is true that 1 did not
see anything on its base), but beneath it was written “Isis Moralitas,” And
my soul donned its armor and dispensed incense . . . and proceeded
thence, swung itself upon the Jungfrau, and the Jungtrau spoke on its
behalf:

Sublime maternal Demeter! first let me ofter my greetings and all the
csteem due you: for out of your infinite loftiness vou stoop to promote
men’s fashion.

But hear, oh maternal Demeter! Your song of morality makes 1ts way
to me only in a confused and insipid manner, and even though it comes
from a great distance, it nonetheless still comes out of the depths. (And
in Sils, where a human being thought and wrote “beyond good and evil,”
you, the goddess, raise the brazen trumpet of morality.)

(And [ may not say more to vou, for the Jungfrau speaks on my behalt.)

The Jungtrau solves the Oracle of Pythia:

Pythia speaks ambiguously, and when she is of the opinion that matter
w:::ghs nothing and the spirit too much, 1t 1s a sign that she 1s not master
of the latest philosophical terminology, because she is of the opinion that
matter stil weighs too much and there 1s all too little spirit. But when
Pythia is of the opinion that the One is strawberry colored, this is explica-
ble, for she is blindfolded, and color is hard to define in any case. This
One, however, is usable, specifically as the blueprint of neme Secession as
produced by commercial artists.

1911 « 9

So this is the One, and I have already received it because the colored
ustranon was enclosed in vour letter.

The other, however, 1s really not usable, and it 15 only praiseworthy
and narural that Pythia should say nothing about it.

And 1 have .1|rr.:ud"r recerved it as well and 1t 15 the other posteard. Thus
I will thank God and Pythia if T receive nothing else,

Nevertheless, I have a soft heart, and the Jungfrau’s icy tone confuses
it and 1t descends and speaks in a human voice among beasts. For 1 call
the music that the Berlin Opera Repertory imports and imiparts as witness
to the fact that the beast resides primarily in human beings. Of course, [
did not hear this music in the billiard hall, but I was playing billiards
there and risked my first shots in the absence of an audience.

[ thank vou for the excerpts; I have not yer read ev erything. The criv-
cism in Schaffner’s essay interested me gl'Cil.tl"r" I had no nme to go to the
public hibrary to immerse myself in this labyninth. 1 am intentionally ignor-
ing one point in your commemorative volume:' I have received too many
good wishes on this point and am somewhat depressed.

[ am unable to draft any kind of romantic descriptions of Wengen, and
do not know how to produce homemade postcards. Thar is to say, I've
only been here tor two hours. Through the beautful, pouring rain, vou
catch sight of the Jungfrau.

And now my thirst for vengeance has been slaked and I close with a
heartfelt:

Thank you very much!
Yours, Walter

. Apparcntly a birthday lerter Belmore wrote WB,

6. To Herbert Belmore

Wengen
July 24, 1911
Dear Herbert!

You owe the continuing bulletins about my spiritual condition to nei-
ther your soulful and edifying tracts, nor to your malicious contributions
to my file of newspaper clippings nor to the dried Alpine flowers picked
on the cdge of the pernicious abyss. Rather, you owe them solely to my
horrible isolation. Seriously: a lm.l}r social life has unfortunately become
a necessity for me (as 1 take this opportunity to note), and T am so lonely
here that I fear T will become interesting and, in the course of time,
acquure soultul cyes. A condition that even a get-together arranged by the
maitre d’hotel could not remedy because I did not attend it. On the other
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hand, since I am now pretty much the only “young man™ at the hotel
(perhaps with the exception of my brother!), today, in a conversation that
took place at some remove from me, I had to listen to scathing words
about the blasé attitude ot contemporary youth. That is to say, the get-
together was generally poorly attended.

By the way, there i1s even a female here with whom it would be possible
to carry on a conversation. Yet we dine at small rables! And thus I struggle
with books, whenever I am not outside or at my desk writing in my diary.
That 1s, I struggle primarily with one book, with a demon and a paragon
(with a picce of a book, as Horazio-Schlegel would say), with a dragon
of a book on which, however, I have been standing for the last ten min-
utes, just as St. George did in days of yore. Pve finished it! I've finished
Anna Karenina by Count Leo Tolstoy! The second volume: 499 pages.
And in reading this book I have experienced genuine rage ar the blue,
fat-bellied monster in Reclam format that I daily led cither to the meadow
or into the woods, and that returned to its stall (i.e. my vest pocket)
scemingly even fatter instead of thinner. The said monster of a book is
nourished on Russian politics. On the new cconomic system, on self-
government, on the Serbian question, on the family unit, and on several
dozen other questions, among which the religious question must be par-
tcularly stressed. And the reader puts up with all of this for 1,000 pages,
in the silent, unfortunately unfounded, assumption that somehow it is
part of Anna Karenina’s fate. But when after 1,000 pages the heroine is
dead and yet another 100 pages are devoted to new discussions about
poliical and social matters (you know: Russian discussions, a la
Steinfeld®); when in these same 100 pages a subplot is concluded that
had gradually and in Homeric breadth crept out of the main plot without
ever again jomning it; then even the most conscientious reader 1s gripped
by a desire to skip 1-20 pages. But I manfully resisted. And at the end 1
must say: no matter how detective the novel’s structure; no matter how
much of it is superfluous in terms of a novel; no matter how much of
what appears in the several discussions and digressions is fruitless—the
portrait of Russian culture and the Russian soul that seems to be uninten-
uonally, but completely organically, disnlled from all of this 1s extremely
powertul. Nowhere but, in grear part, in the modern Russians is there
another portrait of the soul with such vast arcas of squalor, or at least of
misery and apathy (portrayed psychologically). In any case, very rarely.
The novel 1s set among the Russian nobility. Ultimately, however, the
social position, as well as the soul, of both the nobleman and the peasant
15 made clear and the main contours of the spiritual features of the rest
of the population can be surmised. Maybe more about this when we can
talk. It 1s complicated and difficult to put into words.

1911 « 11

Did I already write you about The Culrure of the Renaissance? 1 have
finished reading the first volume; I don’t have the second with me. I lack
the historical knowledge to enjoy it fully. What [ miss in Burkhard [sic]
is an cnumeration of the reasons for a movement, reasons he continuously
presents as “necessary.” The book is extraordinarily objective. Almost too
objective for a layman who occasionally would like something more in
the way of generalizing and summarizing retrospectives. Where such ret-
rospective judgments do appear, they are very clear; and the mass of detail
in the book still yields a vivid picture (especially for the person who has a
great deal of historical knowledge).

Aside from that (!), I have even improved my mind. (Now I see you
bowing vour head while quivering with awe.) 1 read a novella by
Zschokke, Ein Buckliger. The critic’s standard tools and thermometer
prove useless in evaluating this work, and he must reach into the personal
rcalm. So, just imagine a novella by the gentle, affable Korschel,* and you
will get the picture.

And finally, I am enjoying the nether regions of domestic and foreign
newspapers. The upper regions are indeed meant to look threatening! At
such a distance from Morocco, I immerse myself in “Natural Philosophy,”
“The Prison in the Dunes” (Tageblatt), and “The Limits of Psychoanaly-
sis” (Frankfurter Allgemeine). Important picces, and roday, in onc of the
latest 1ssues of the Newe Ziircher Zeitung, an article by Spitteler on poetry
and literature came into my hands. The notion that the preoccupanon of
the literarily inclined with poetry is an obstacle to its vigorous develop-
ment has been frequently alluded to in the “laughing truths.” An intense
bitterness also comes through in this article. There will apparently be a
second installment which may have something more original by way of
examples.

[ look over what I have written with horror. I can already hear a speech
entitled “The Stay-at-Home,” presented at one of our literary evenings,*
but veiled by a friendly smile. I also expect some indication in vour next
communication as to “how a sojourn in the open air may be made pleasant
and productive, for the beneht of one’s body and the strengthening of
one’s hmbs.”

So nothing more remains for me to do than to draft a large-scale
description of adventurous journeys and mountain climbs. (Provided that
I don't send reports about devastating thunderstorms that could be ex-
posed as fake by weather reports.)

Granted! The weather 1s beautiful. Thus, in beaunful weather, a steep
(1) climb down into the Lauterbrunn Valley. From there to Griitschalp,
in some places a cimb with a ninery-degree slope (which can be accom-
plished by means of the mountain railway), on a glowing hot moring.
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From Griitschalp to Myrrhen, a real Engadine road. Ths suddenly became
obvious to me after [ had been walking for quite a while. And with that
I believe [ have discovered a main charactenstic of the Engadine landscape.
Namely, the interplay of grandiose elements that complement and harmo-
niously temper cach other. For you will surcly concede that you can speak
about something’s being purely grandiose and overwhelming in only a
very few instances; and that an austere kind of charm predominates much
more often, And, as [ said, in my opinion it 1s based on contrasts: primar-
iy the contrast berween light-green and white; the opposition of barren
rocky arcas to bright masses of snow (in comparison with which the
glaciers seem charming); the grass of the meadows, the deep blue sky,
and the grav rocks again produce an interplay thar [ would call “austerce
charm.”™ The lakes, of course, should not be forgotten.

Some of these elements made the road from Griitschalp to Myrrhen
so beauriful. The glaciers lie before you, and below them the dark pine
forest and, in front of it, the road and bright meadows . . . on one side
the valley, behind it rocky mountains, and in front ot everything the
meadow nising up on the other side, out of which darker rocky areas loom
intermittently (overgrown with mlltan' dark conifers), and the deep blue
sky. This, morcover, during the midday heat. Do vou remember the pas-
sage abour “the so-called midday heat™ in Gerold wnd Hansli?® The hotter
it 15, the more colors there are between heaven and carth . . . or something
to that effect. Finally, in the vicinity of Mvrrhen, when I came ever closer
to the glacier and all [ could see was its whiteness, for quite a while [ fele
{(unconsciously) as if 1 were out walking on a beautiful winter moming.

Nothing is more alien to the luxurnatng nature lover than pedantic
chronology. And so he will now portray the charms of a hike that, ac-
cording to central European ume, probably took place eighty hours betore
the hike that was just brieflv mentioned. It was my hike on the Jungfrau,
for which vour warnings and advice came too late.

The Wengernalp railway, which we used ro get to Scheidegg, must be
very beaunful: and its scenic charms are espeaally splendid when you do
not sit facing the rear—which was naturally what I had to do. For once,
on the stretch from Scheidegg to the Eiger glacier, we cur ourselves loose
from the rallway, “the Jungfrau railway,” which looks unexpecredly harm-
less at its starting point. From a restaurant, vou climb down to the Eiger
glacier which is now immediarely in front of you. A very large mass, and
vou are hemmed in by snow on three sides. An ice cave (we passed up a
visit to it), guides, people with sleds.

Then the Jungfrau railway. (Due to the late hour, my description will
be condensed and will dispense with anything lyrical since you have al-
ready analyzed the region with a journalist’s unerring eve.) I rode with
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my sister® only as far as the Eiger wall since, because of my heart, my
parents did not want me to subject myself to too drastic a change in
altitude. I find that one nice feature about the tunnel is that you are aware
that it leads to the Jungfrau. With this, however, my enjoyment of the
trip comes to an end. I spent a melancholy half hour on the face of the
Eiger, alone with a station master, a Zeiss telescope, and my sister. A
description of mood (main factor: the cold) will be oral. A pleasant return
journey trom the Eiger glacier to Wengen. Through a wayside telescope
vou could occasionally see somebody climbing the Jungfrau; vou fre-
quently hear the thunder of avalanches and see what appear to be small
amounts of snow dust on the massif. The road across from the massif
travels parallel to it for two hours. (To my horror, I realize thar I have
also forgotten to weave a descriprion of an exciting mountain chimb into
my account: forgive me!)

Forgive me yet again for the fact that neither alpine flowers nor scraps
of newspaper are enclosed with this letter. I have neither the money nor
the imaginanon to pick the former from the abyss (pooh! how mmite!);
[ am too cowardly to cut up the newspapers the hotel gets (oh! how
disgusung!).

In the spirit of friendship, I warn you against spreading nonsense in
word and image through all of Europe! Fearing a speedy response, coun-
tersigned:

Walter

Excuse my handwriting: my writing materials are of poor quality.

l. Georg Benjamin.,

2, Alfred Steinfeld, WB's fellow student,

3. Another fellow student.

4. WB, Belmore, Steinfeld, Franz Sachs, and Willi Wolfrade (who later became an art
critic) were all fellow students. From 1908, when WB returned trom Hanbinda and re-
enrolled in the Kaiser Friedrich Gymnasium, unnl the beginning of the First World War,
they had a weekly literary evening, when plays by Shakespeare, Hebbel, Ibsen, Strindberg,
Wedekind, et al. were read, with each of the participants assuming different roles. They also
read their own criticism o each other, written after visits to the theater. This criticism was
“often publishable, but never published™ (letter from Franz Sachs, Johannesburg).

5. A story by Carl Spirteler.

6. Dora Benjamin { 1899-1946).
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7. To Herbert Belmore
| Freiburg]
[May 14, 1912]
[n the year
MVTII ten C88th
one year before the great French
Revolunon.
My dear friend,

What great varniety the world displays! Tonight 1 had to think of you
yet again, my dear friend, since the moon with full cheeks shone into my
room. You, my goddess! Luna, the beloved of quiet nights. Silver clouds
travel across the dark sky hike round silver dollars.——My dear friend,
torgive the torrent of emonons which, like a roaring cataract, has taken
control of my pen. Burt rell me whose breast is able ro remain silent at
the sight of ¢ternally sublime nature! Nature, thou magic word: oh, I
know well that this word also awakens a divine image in your imagination.
Friedrich Mathisson |sic] i1s conjured up in your imagination. O my dear
friend! I will be silent, because [ am far too deeply moved. Even 1.

Dear Herr Bert,?

Forgive this inarticulate chorale of soulful feelings to which [ was en-
ticed by your winged missive, glowing with friendship, that I received in
the late afternoon mail. I intend to get a grip on myself. It is very beautiful
here. How are you? O my dear friend——enough! restrain the waves of
my emotions.—— The laughrer of spring resounds from the houses. The
sky is blue and only dark at night, when the sun does not radiate its lovely
light. The Free Students are also here and, in absolute terms, the city
must be called a university town. Yet only in small part 1s it situated in a
world thar is imaginable; tor the most part it lies in a world thar 15
unimaginable. This can be proven primarily by the peculiar consistency
of Freiburg nme. It is not enough that it is not central European. No-
where, of course, 15 time a concrete substance. It 1s strangely fleeting in
nature. But the proximity of the local philosophical faculty? absolutely
forces 1t to assume its true being—i.e. always to exist in the past and the
future, bur never in the present. If you designate the quantity of time
available ar cach moment as x, you get the equation

= 16 — 327 + 311.

In the same way, the fille de Sophie (1.c. daughter of wisdom [ French])
exerts her demoralizing influence on men. They regain—like true lovers—
consciousness only in the evening—and their individuality also corre-
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sponds to a lover’s insofar as they live much more through the beloved
(phrenology, art, literature, school reform, pistol shooting), rather than
somehow being substantial personalities in their own right. So they sit in
cafés late in the evening, and you come to realize that there are many
valuable things but proportionately few valuable people.

Dear Herbert:

Science 15 a cow
[t goes: moo
I sit in the lecrure hall and listen too!

(It 15 a fact that in Freiburg I am able to think independently about
scholarly matters only about one-tenth as often as in Berlin,)

And now forgive this crazy letter. If you want to know about practical
matters, have my parents show you my twenty-page letter. You can’t
expect me to repeat my factual descriptions. You will also know that, in
every respect, a first semester is a nme of beginning and of chaos (cum
grano salis . . . with some sun)—and that in such a state nothing is more
difficult than to write rational letters.

On the other hand, things like that must come casy to you.

Best regards.
Yours, Walrer

1. Wotten in a different handwnting,
2. A play on Herbert.
3. WB studied philosophy with Heinrich Rickert,

8. To Herbert Belmore
| Freiburg]
[June 21, 1912]
Dear Herbert,

[ have had a moral Achilles heel from time immemorial—and out of
pure necessity, in order not to become more fatally atflicted, I will cover
it with a 5-pf. postcard—rto be sure, not to tell you something about
Freiburg, much less about Italy, for your amusement. In addition to that,
I am unfortunately aware that every line I write and, even more, every
letter I do not write, arouses in you the most tremendous expectations
from me, a hero of school reform and a sacrificial offering ro learning—the
Anhalt railroad station groans under the weight of the man returning
home—and Kant’s sentences flow from his mouth “like lemonade from
the guller of a raven.” (This to show that 1 have not developed poetically
cither! I have not written one line of poetry since I've been here: nothing,
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ovdev, nichts, nihil, rien!) Instcad, I can only tell vou the expectations

with which I will arrive in Berlin: to be fed into a highly therapeutic

“work machine,” to be pressed berween books, and to groan aloud in

delight at rational conversation.

To put it metaphorically: it is impossibic to harvest while one is plow-
ing. Or in other words: the Freiburg air.——

I'hope you have realized that, in response to your letter, [ am engaged
only in the idle and senseless business of making mysclf interesting instead
of bung interesting as a reporter. From this you will draw the conclusion
that, in the future, you must send a greater number of descriptive letters
from Berlin to me—without any attempts at extortion, nternal or exter-
nal. Because, my God! everything has already been squeezed out of me.

A trip to Iraly is slowly taking shape. An essay I wrote, “Die Schul-
reform, cine Kulturbewegung” [School reform: a cultural movement],
will soon appear in a school reform pamphlet directed ar the students.
While here, T have read two longish novels: The Picture of Dorian Gray—ix
s perfect and a dangerous book—and Gista Berling—problematical in
terms of its structure, but filled with beauriful individual passages.

Many regards. Please write!
Yours, Walter

. It appeared under the }wcudumm “Eckart, phil.” in the pamphlet Student und Scind-
rqrunw‘ published by the . . . Free Students {Freiburg, 1912).

9. To Herbert Belmore
Stolpmiinde
Park Hortel
August 12, 1912

The day before vesterday, vour latest letter to Freiburg reached me.
The letter contains much that is interesting, and between the lines showed
me that a thank-you letter I sent from Freiburg did not find vou way up
north. Or was it your evil intention to ignore my letters?

This coherent introduction will have already brought the idea home to
vou that my GNI (gencrally normal intellect) is again surfacing from the
df,luqc of the first semester. There are still snakes of nonsense in its hair,
but a coy smile of more mature experience at the corners of its mouth,

As an indication of this:

There is quite a to-do here abour WolfHin's Klassische Kunst and
Ninon’s letters. For me, Wolflin’s book 1s one of the most useful 1 have
ever read about concrere art. I rate the following on the same level:
Dilthey’s “Holderlin,™ isolated Shakespeare commentaries, but otherwise
nothing I have ever read about the fine arts (in concreto).
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Thus I rescue myself from oceans of inactivity in the harbor of work
and am hospitably welcomed by my good conscience, which did not tire
of waiting for me for three months.

Whom shall T introduce to my conscience. A clever and clever . . .
charming young lady (tutor?). I became acquainted with her in the Sker-
rics of the cite d'esprit. In spite of her youth, she is generally thought to
be about three hundred years old—hence, a degree of youthful health,
which metaphysicists designate with the word immortality (athanasia sem-
prrerna). The lerrers Ninon writes to me (in recognition of my merits, she
addresses me as cher Marguis) say everything clever and irrational that can
be said about such a—basically so reasonable—matter as gallantry, while
avoiding some really ungallant [(accidental propertics)] of love. A trinity
of depth, sobricty, and beauty, so that we dub Ninon a wise woman.

I am also most enthusiastically reading the extremely exhaustive history
of the genesis of a drama, Andrea Sezno. Dear Herbert, even though I read
every day, the end is still not in sight, since the wonderfully well-preserved
manuscripts [sic!] of the apparently still little-known author repeat the
first scene of the third act in ever new variations. Nonctheless, such a
detailed invasion of an author’s workshop hones one’s often much too
indulgent critical judgment.—N.B. I might have almost forgotten to
point out the bibliophilist value of this history, of which there is only one
COpY in print.

You naturally don’t believe any of this. With a diabolic smile vou
whisper “Stolpmiinde™ and the intrinsic mendacity of the above assertions
Is proven.

I can only confess to so much: that Stolpminde certainly framed my
honest attempts at rchabilitation with sandy mornings, and projects the
images of my activity onto a background of coffee-drenched afternoons.

Stolpmiinde can still perhaps exert a serious influcnce on me. Here for
the first time [ have been confronted with Zionism and Zionist activity
as a possibility and hence pcrhap:‘- as a duty.?

When I'm back in Berlin, I'll explain how, in spitc of that—of
coursc—I would remain  completely dedicated to the Wickersdorf
movement.®

You will soon hear if Freiburg begins to fade into the past.

Yours, Walter

(I'm coming to Berlin next week.)?

1. In Poctry and Experience |Das Eriebnis und die Dichtung| (1905).

2. In conversations with Kurt Tuchler from Stolp (bom 1894), who at that time was
a scntor. Tuchier writes: “In the summer vacation, Franz Sachs brought Walter Benjamin
along 1o Stolpmiinde. During the entire vacation, I was with Walter Benjamin on a dailv,
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one might even say hourly, basis, and we had an inexhausnble topic of conversation. | tried
to introduce him to my view of Ziomsm. For his part, he mied to draw me into his way of
thinking. We continved our exchange of ideas through correspondence and with great
intensity. This correspondence was lost during the Nazi period™ (lerter of February 26,
1963, from Tel Avivl. A series of letrers written by WB o Ludwig Straufl, however,
specifically concerning the question of Zionism, has been preserved. The letrers dated Sep-
tember 11, October 10, and November 21, 1912, and January 7, 1913, are devored o the
debate on Zionism. WB also expressed his opinion on the Kunstwart debare of 1912, He
finally rejecred political Zionism,

3. The movement centering on Wyneken and radical school reform.

4. Where WB stayed unnl Apnl 1913,

10. To Herbert Belmore
Freiburg
April 29, 1913
Dear Herberr,

[ know: I ought to write you. But whar? [ teel so irresponsible! Outside
my window, the church square with a tall poplar (the yellow sun in its
green foliage) and in front of that an old fountain and the sun-drenched
walls of the houses—I can stare at this for fifteen minures at a ume.
Then—as you might expect—I lie down on the sofa tor a while and pick
up a volume of Goethe. As soon as I come upon a phrase like “the breadth
ot the divimity,” I have already lost control again. You know: In Groff st
dic Diana der Epheser—perhaps the most beauniful ntle of any German
pocm. Have Franz [Sachs] tell you what I wrote him about my room.
Keller! expressed it very nicely: “Here you're always a visitor.” This sunny
spaciousness with respectable saints on the walls. I sit in a small armchair
and know of no better place for philosophy.

The kind of people I associate with! You'll also hear about that from
Sachs. There’s Keller, with the beginning of a new important novel and
with a beautiful girlfriend whom 1 often see. There’s Heinle,? a good
fellow. “Drinks, cats a lot, and writes poems.” They are supposed to be
very beauniful—I will soon get to hear some. An eternal dreamer and
German. Not well dressed.

Englert—he dresses even worse. Also has a girlfriend. His childishness
is of immense proportions. He worships Keller as a god and values me
as a demon.

Finally there’s Manning. A Berliner. Note that all the people with
whom I associate here are Christians, and tell me what this means. I can’t
figure it out at all myself, Manning and I ralk mostly about girls and

1913 « 19

women. [ am surprised that 1 have a lot to say to him on this topic (just
as I had to Keller in the first semester) without having any actual experi-
ences. In return, he supplies me with accounts thereof, and this way |
move forward.

All of this naturally forces me to work a lot, for otherwise I could not
endure this atmosphere.

This eveming I'll be at the University Club. Our group will be there,
plus one or two guests, and some female students. Keller rules despotically
and reads aloud to us incessantly. T will also make an effort to get a
lively discussion going. Tomorrow Ewer’s Wendermddchen von Beriin will
premicre here, and the dav atter tomorrow [ will go climbing with Heinle.

In the evening, we have long conversations in the very dark, warm air.
[f you want to know anything else, just ask. Because unless I were willing
to write fifty pages, I can’t give you more than aphorisms like this. Yert,
so you will scc that I am doing everything I can in throwing you thesc
scraps of experience, I am enclosing a kind of “poem™ that vou can just
as well take for madness.

Sincerely, Walter

Alienated country subdivided into many provinces.
There blind feelings go begging,

They stagger, as if in lofty rooms.

Planer of the I!

Symbollike

Moulity, how you wordlessly plunge into emptiness,
and where you fall, space 1s created out of eons,
gaping figurativeness will wash round me,

Sapping thoughts, all zones have

Surrendered their “nonetheless™ and “hardly.”
Decaying, rationality emits odors of finality—

and its colorfully streaked maledictions,

wings beating, at the inner core have become

rigid and furtively steal away.

Blindness has a divine back

and carries the hymnic man across wooden bndges.

Please write. Regards®

1. Philipp Keller, with whom WB associared in Freiburg. The author of a novel,
Gemischie Gefuihle (Lepoig, 1915), which WB praised even later, Sce Schmifien 3:173,

2. Fnedrich C. Heinle, with whom WB was then cultivating a more intimate rela-
nonship.

3. One word 1s illegible.
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11. To Carla Sehgson
Freiburg i.B.
April 30, 1913
Dear Miss Seligson,

As you have seen, contrary to my promise, you haven’t heard a peep
out of me since my return from Schreiberhau.! T can’t tell vou how sorry
I am about this, but it was unavoidable. The few beautiful spring days in
the valley (with deep snow on the peak) made me feel chat [ had to avoid
human contact whenever possible. 1 was totally lost in meditation and
charged with intellectual explosives, which anyone could have unwittingly
sct off. You may ask yourself whether this is the usual effect that a beauti-
ful landscape has on me? No—but in Schreiberhau 1 induced it in the
following way: for half the day I walked, the other half T read. My reading:
Kant, Proleqomena to a ﬂ«fﬁmpkmrx of Morals [Grundilequng zur Afe‘mps’ﬂ'uk
der Sutten). Kierkegaard, Either/Or. Gottfried Keller, Das Stnngedicht. But
no normal person can endure a colossal and exclusive association with
these writings for an entire weck. Whenever a few pages of Kant had
tired me out, I fled to Kierkegaard. You probably know that he demands
heroism of us on the grounds of Christian cthics (or Jewish ethics, if you
will) as mercilessly as Nietzsche does on other grounds, and that he en-
gages in psychological analyses that are as devastating as Nicwzsche's, Ef-
ther!Or is the ultimatum: acstheticism or morality? In short, this book
contronted me with question after question that | had always divined but
never articulated to myself, and excited {even) me more than any other
book. And after that it 1s not easy to stretch vour mind on Keller’s difficule
style, which demands that cach sentence be read slowly.

Kierkegaard and a friend’s letter also prompred me to go to Freiburg,
but, as [ said, after the nature of my stay in Schreiberhau I was completely
incapable of conversation.

Now, in the course of this magnificent summer, I have achieved seren-
ity: and when I look at the church square outside my window, an old
fountain, a single very rall poplar in the sun, behind it houses that look
like they belong in Goethe’s Weimar (very small)—I can hardly imagine
the horror had | stayed n Berlin, as [ mtght have done (if Mrs. St. had
chosen me).

Here I have few friends, but good ones, very difterent from my Berlin
fricnds and mostly older than I. Having become used to things, 1 find it
very pleasant here. Totally apart from the Free Students, who are incapa-
ble of work—we have a umiversity club where we (both male and female
students) get together on Tuesday evening. We read things to cach other
and converse. Each of us can bring guests along, but that rarely happens;
usually it's the same group of about seven to nine students.
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As [ said, nothing can be done with the Free Students. I already told
Dr. Wyncken in Berlin that [ would lead the Division for School Reform
only if a well-organized free student union were already in place. There
is no indication of that here. There are no announcements to be seen on
the bulletin board, no organized groups, no lectures. Now, at a remove
from Berlin, I have also become generally clearer in my mind about the
Free Students. I want to tell vou what I think about this sometime when
[ am back in Berlin.

Now on to something that will please you. Before my departure, |
visited Mrs. Lesser. Our conversation was perhaps not the same as it was

the first time we talked, for the same reason that I did not write you—but

it may also have been due to where we were. Nonetheless, 1 was once
again very pleased. She asked about you and told me that she was quite
taken with vou and, *“if 1 had as much time for people, which I in fact do
not,” she would ask you to visit her. But she did express the hope that
we would sall occasionally get together—which is indeed possible—on
the winter days when she is receiving.

In a few days, the first issue of Der Anfang will probably appear. |
would be very happy if you were to write me, perhaps even about Der
Anfang once it has appeared.

In a few weeks 1 hope to be able to send you something [ wrote.
This winter I finished writing a Dialog diber die Religiositiit der Gegenwart
| Dialogue on contemporary religiosity],% which is now being typed. More
about this when the occasion arises.

My best regards and please remember me to your mother

Yours, Walter Benjamin

P.S. Please excuse my handwriting if it is bad (as I believe it is).

1. Thus 1s where WB spent Easter vacation with his brother and mother in the larger
arcle of the Josephy family.
2. Preserved among his papers.

12. To Herbert Belmore
[ Freiburg)
[May 2, 1913]
Dear Herbert,

A stroke of fortune has befallen me, who might have endured (and
serencly endured) Pentecost in Freiburg by reading philosophy while lis-
tening to the ramn. [ will most likely leave here on the 9th and stay in
Paris unul the 22d. In the company of Kurt Tuchler and a certain Mr.
[Siegtricd] Lehmann,! who is now Tuchler’s fraternity brother and was
my playmate twelve years ago. Once more, as so often, I do not take
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childish delight in making a decision, but do so cautiously and with strict
self-control, as if I were at a border crossing. This will be explained in a
later letter. I am wniting to find out if you know of any literature on Paris
or have any other tips about the city. The three of us will share the expense
of buying Karl Schetfler’s Pars. But beyond that. Does Der gefiibivolle
Bédecker [sic)? have a chapter on Paris? If it is good, please write me the
essentials—I can’t get it here. What good art guides to Pans are there.
Good essays. Books about Parisian culture and impressionism. About
Parisicnnes? Please write gueckly.—My parents do not need to hear abour
this card nght away. I will write them about my plans, but not just vet
since [ am still waitng for a letter from home. On the other hand, T want
to be the first one to tell them about my decision.

Yesterday [ was on the Kandel with the nineteen-year-old poet—vyoung
Heinle. We get on well. In the antology [sic] Mistral, which will soon
be published by A. R. Meyer, there is one poem each by him?* and by
Quentin.*

With a sense of well-being, I send you my regards.

Yours, Walter

1. Lehmann later founded the Jewish People’s Home in Berlin and the Ben-Schemen
Children’s Village in Palestinc.

2, kurt Miinzer, Der gefiibivolle Bacdecker (Berlin, 1911),
3. “Tannenwald im Schnee,” 22.

4. Franz Quennn, the literary pscudonym occasionally used by Ludwig Straul,

13. To Herbert Belmore
Freiburg
May 5, 1913
Dear Herberr,

I admir that the introduction to the Critigue of Judgment | Kritik der
Urteilskraft] is on my agenda for this moming. Yet I will put it off for a
moment—in order to thank you for your letter, but also to tell you that
[ do not feel entrelv comfortable with the intense mystical aura with
which all of you in Berlin are surrounding me. T am a simple child of
humanity. Now 1 would like to answer you with a few theses of my own,
so that yours will not overwhelm me. First and foremost, however, [ refer
vou to my last twenty-four-page letter to Franz. It contains not only diary
entries but also an enclosure that is somewhart similar to whar I am abour
to write here. Since that time, morcover, a conversation has taken place
that told me more than I knew and you surmise: I am not saving my-
self—I am not lifting off from, burt rather I am conguerimg on this soil.

Now to the theses.
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1. [ am and feel myself in a state of Bpus, the most impious certainty
about gods and men.

2. I came to alien peoples who do not honor me and see that my being
contnues even without being honored.

3. I sece my being prove itself; finally it expands and takes on carthly
form, instead of steeply climbing. This happened through sensual resis-
tance.

4. 1 see that it is not my conscience, but rather my nature, which limits
me. My conscience 1s my nature. 1 cannot go agamnst it: thus it 1s no
longer a conscience. In school I never copied: that was not conscience,
but rather intelligence, nearsightedness (narure).

5. Once this nature is acknowledged with resignation, it gains strengths
of which it had no inkling: it gains its own sensuality, frees itself from
theses.

6. For this reason, 1 associate with Christians and other such people
without harm to body or soul, and 1 am supenor to them. With the
exception of Keller, to whom I am equal on another level. Nevertheless
[ now confront him (can’t you understand this?) becanse [ am his equal,
because we know that we have nothing in common bur this: that we
are I. The I is not a gift, bur rather a limitation. This 1s precisely what
maturity is.

7. But this sull holds: I am only free (sensually), I am only sclf, when
I know my limits. The conscience lives within these limits. They are
marked off from narure (even granted that this nature was once con-
saence) (v. thesis 4),

I cannot know more than this and this illumination 15 the resule of the
last three weeks.

The descriptive part: yesterday [ went dancing in Littenweiler with
Keller, Englert, Manning, Heinle—I didn’t care whether 1 danced well
or poorly while they were watching. I came and went as 1 pleased. Fur-
ther: there 1s a growing revolution here and 1 am confidently in control
of it. T am Keller’s diametric opposite and liberate people from him after
having liberated myself from him. I can do this only because [ hold him
in estecem—as an artist (not as a Bohemuan, for that 1s not what he is).
Here in Freiburg I have proclaimed the slogan of vouth. This is what
happened:

[ had a conversation with Manning in which [ said that the onc thing
scparating us from Keller is that he assumes the gestures of a forty-year-old
without truly being one. (And other things like this which vou could
understand only if I were able to describe for you in derail his current
state: he is in cnisis.) Suddenly Manning, who loved to impress upon me
the fact that he had the same experience with Keller, says: bur we're
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voung. We really only want to be twenty-one. I: “I have nothing more
to say about it, you're saying what I think.” I liberated this person in one
evening between 10 and 1:30. All at once he looks ar me dumbfounded:
“How can vou say that to me. By doing that, vou hold the kev to my life
in your hands before you even know what it is.” . . . Just say the magic
word' . . . Since that tme, I have known that I am an integral part of
Wvyneken's mussion, and return people to their youth. The same evening,
[ ask Manming: Where do you get this dreadful fear of sentimentality?
*Well, Kcller crammed that into me too.” These are the kinds of answers
[ get. I give him the courage to be sentimental—he reads out loud from
the {truly terrible) diaries he wrote as a fifteen-year-old. All of these people
arc being hiberated so thar they will have a ch:mc:r.: to form themselves,
unsentimentally and soberly, according to ideas, instead of adopting a
venceer of gestures.

Young Heinle, with whom I recently had an hour-long conversation
about the literari, is a similar case, only casier. [ sce that these people, at
least Heinle, do not come close to holding Keller in as high esteem as 1
do—bccause they are stll pursuing him,

I hope 1t did not take autumn to prove to you and me “how totally
necessary and beneficial this stage of development was.”

For the fist ime in my hife, I understand Goethe's words:

Only where you are let everything be—always childlike
Thus you are evervthing—you are invincible.”

I know: as a respectable person you have to forget this bit of wisdom
(for it is a piece of wisdom) infinitely often—and infinitely often again
comprehend it. I have comprehended 1t for the first nme.

Whether the semester will produce anything else that is fundamental—
not likely. A lot of work. A lot of pleasure.

Yesterday, in Littenweiler, Manning admired my childlike cheerfulness.
I will rerurn his to him. Keller and [ are currently the only childlike ones
here. For this reason we are kindred spirnits.

Give my regards to Franz and to Willi.* May waves of this beautiful
experience also reach him. At the moment I am unable to write him.

And that 1s why I came here. Only I learned to grasp the experience
differently than I thought T would.

Yours, Walter

P.S. Franz should be shown this letter.

l. Eichendorff, “Tnffst du nur das Zauberwort,” from Schlift cin Lied in allen Diogen,
2. “Manenbader Elegic.”
. Franz 5achs and Willh Woltradt.

ted
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14. To Franz Sachs
Freiburg
June 4, 1913
Dear Franz,

[ have no classes this morning and want to write letters: the first one
goes to vou. The “Summer’s Nighr Epistle™ 1s a fine documentation of
vour rapprochement. Neither of you would have written it alone: you are
not thar sure of yoursclves!

Concerning Der Anfang:' T don’t know if you get together with Barbi-
zon® all that frequently, but I would appreciate it if you did. Had you
added vour two cents’ worth, then it is unlikely thar Heinle's poetic and
vouthful odes, which Barbizon calls “inappropriate,” would have been
rejected. If such a thoroughly confident personality were in charge of Der
Anfanyg, 1t might well be that Wyneken would completely remove himself
from its day-to-dav management. But even as it 1s he was only supposed
to go over manuscripts with a fine-tooth comb. And what’s going on
with |Wilhelm| Ostwald? 1 wrote to Barbizon: how 1s 1t possible to allow
such a nororious “school reformer™ and scribbler to write in our Anfang.
Now the public has what it wants: the comfortable slogan that will allow
it to consign Der Anfang to the mass grave of “school reform.” People
and writers like Ostwald are the greatest enemies of our cause, for in the
final analysis we do not want just school reform but something clse that
he can’ even imagine. Or am I mistaken? If the article in the second issue
understands us (I don’t believe 1t!), ine—then 1t can stay in. Otherwise,
serious damage will be done. Therefore, please pay artention to the edit-
ng. By the way, I in no way share vour judgment of the pocms by
Eleutheros in the first issue. I, Heinle, Manning—even Keller—found
them unusually beautitul. Nacurally, it 1s nor possible to judge them in
terms of individual lines, any more than this can be done with Goethe’s
“Mailied.”™ The following poem, however, has the same momentum and,
at the same time, the same ponderous, calm ending:

Lift the hour with strength and pride
out of the jug of the ages.

Furthermore, 1t teclingly plumbs considerable depths:

. . may not bemoan the fact
that he only at first lacking will
was carried on high.

You are familiar with my views and know that I approve of this insight.
It 1 had the Anfang here, T could analyze the poem more closely. The
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more often you read the second poem, the more profound it becomes
(which 15 not the case with the first).

[ intend to send you a copy of the Heinle odes very soon so thar you
can see them through the editing. In the Tageblatt, 1 read the trivial
criticism by Matthias, who lacks an ear for the rhythm of the poems. |
have not vet read the other crnitics.

Just as I am asking you to take charge of Barbizon, I am also asking
vou to take charge of the Berlin Discussion Hall * This is an important institu-
tion that can provide the setting for a fine communality of interest. Natu-
rally Wyneken 1s to have nothing to do with it. Quentin recently wrote
an open letter to the Freiburgers,* in which he said that Moritz Heimann®
was planning a Jewish Free School Congregation for Germany. What
determination! What do you know or hear about this?

Paul Hoftmann has written me, 1s interested in us, and wanted to speak
to me personally shortly before my departure, but it was too late. 1 pre-
sume that he 1s from the Kunstowart circle, and so handle with care! Don’t
be too radical.

Tell me about Herbert’s talk to the school-reform group.

And now I am approaching the point of my “letter” (whose strange
stationery is quite disturbing to me). Wynceken's grounds for abstinence.
You call them “wonderful”; my brother writes me almost the same thing:
this 1s the way they musr affect everyone who sits there with a pure
conscience and & abstinent. Not me. What helps vou [ending missing|

l. The Zestscimift dev [ugend, published by Gustav Wyncken, to which WB contmbured
under the pseudonvm Ardor. The first 1ssue had just appeared.

2. Georg Barbizon (actually G. Gretor), one of the two editors of Der Anfang.

3. The Discussion Hall was an organization founded in 1912 by WB and his friends
for the purpose of discussing the problems of youth in the spint of Wyneken. It artracted
many students, paricularly 1 1913 and 1914, Martin Gumpert described the organization
in his aurobiography.

4. The Free Students’ Division for School Relorm.

5. The storyteller and editor ar S. Fischer Verlag, who took a lively interest in things
Jewish.

15. To Carla Seligson
Freiburg
June 5, 1913
Dear Miss Seligson,
[ returned from Pans onc evening after Pentecost and found, among
many others, your letter wainng for me in the mail. I was very happy to
receive it. Thank you so much!—Yes, I did go to Paris for fourteen days
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over Pentecost; instead of having a few isolated memories of this city 1
could tell you about, I have only an awareness of having lived intensely
for fourteen days, as only children do. I was on the move the whole day
and almost never went to bed before two. Mornings in the Louvre, in
Versailles, Fonrainebleau, or the Bois de Boulogne; afternoons in the
streets, in a church, in a café. Evenings with acquaintances or in some
theater or other: then, above all, every evening on the Grand Boulevard,
which in some ways could be compared with Unter den Linden if it were
not narrower (cozier!), and if these streets did not wend their way through
the entire inner city, whose houses seem made, not to be lived in, but to
be stone stage scts between which people stroll. I have become almost
more at home in the Louvre and on the Grand Boulevard than I am in
the Kaiser Friedrich Museum or on the streets of Berlin. By the end of
my stay (I was in the Louvre an awful lot), I only strolled through the
exhibits, repearedly stopping in front of the same paintings I already knew,
and which have been indelibly engraved on my memory since they struck
me as being more beautiful every day. I have never before understood art
so easily. For the first ime I got some notion of the French rococo—of
Fragonard, who is the boldest and most sensual of these painters. Bou-
cher, Watteau, Chardin, and many less significant painters cover the walls
with paintings two meters across. [ frequently walk through the gallery;
gradually I get used ro 1solating specific paintings and then, the next tme,
[ can spot them from far away.

The vencration of our time tor El Greco is not empty posturing. While
walking through art collections, I twice found myself attracted by a paint-
g, and both times it was an El Greco. One ume in the Koster Gallery
in Berlin (the Free Students are visiting it in June—why don’t you go
along!), and onc time 1n the Louvre, where his royal portrait of Ferdinand
[ hangs, melancholy and full of pathos. Of all the painters [ know, El
Greco can best depict pathos (pathos but, of course, not vacuousness).

By the ume [ left Paris, I was famuliar with its stores, the advertisements
in lights, the people on the Grand Boulevard. At the opera, I saw the
most old-fashioned baller imaginable. It is no longer moving as art, but
[ did admure the discipline of the individual ballerinas, something I had
never noticed to this extent in performances at the Berlin Opera. [ saw
the most beautfully groomed women in the lobby—by the way, in Paris
even the most refined women wear make-up.

When [ was back in Freiburg again, I felt as if 1 had been gone for three
months—but Paris 15 behind me as such a wonderfully consummarted
experience, that I felt no dissatnstaction, but much more the joy that . . .
everything had come to a happy conclusion. The following truism can be
found in Brand. Here, of course, it should not be taken so solemnly.
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Happiness 1s born of loss
onlv what is lost remains cternal.!

In the meantime, a lot had changed here. Primanly, summer. In Paris

it was usually cool. Last Sunday it was a pleasure to arrive at the top of

a mountain in the heat and suddenly to have the Feldberg before me, a
snow-covered vista,

The discussion evenings [ wrote you about have also changed. Mr.
Keller led them but has withdrawn, Since he attracted many people, we
are now pretty much alone and the better for it, because formerly the
group was neither big nor small enough to allow us to socialize. Some-
umes [ give talks about Spitteler or read essays by Wyneken to the group.
His new book, Sehule und Jugendkultur, has now appeared, published by
Dhederichs. T am ordering it today.

In recruiting for Der Anfang, 1 have won over a new contributor and
am fairly confident about the future. It is very important that our idcas
finally be liberated from the dogmansm clinging to them on the outside:
this is basically what [ expect from the journal. 1 don’t know whether
people in Berlin are moving in the absolutcly right direcion—1I was raken
aback to hear that [Wilhelm] Ostwald (!) 15 supposed to write a lead
article for the next issue. For heaven’s sake, what does Ostwald have to
do with Der Anfang!

Nevertheless, Der Anfang has driven me back into the fold of the Free
Students. This semester, [ must notr set my goals too high; as 1 have
already written you, the organization here 1s precarious. My only goal 1s
that, l‘ﬂ. the end of the semester, some people will emerge from the divi-
sion who have understood us to the extent that thev will subscribe to Der
Amnfang, even if at first they do so more out of respect (which they should
feel 1in any case) than out of interest. I have only one loval and capable
assistant here,

I also think of our “fellow yourh™ in the same sense in which you wnite
about them, but my work here 15 simply more impersonal, more abstract,
than 1t was in Berlin where I knew more, and where I knew vounger,
people. During the first strange wuks of the semester, I have become
acquainted with one young person? about whom I will write you. We
have been working together since we mer. But even our acquaintances
arc alrcady “mature.” They already have too much life behind them, so
that thev hardly have direct access to ideas anvmore. Thev have, at most,
a lot of sympathy for us. But there is the large abstract mass of Free
Students, in whose history we must simply believe, cven though often not
a single student proves the value of our work through really under-
standing us.

Therctore 1t was difficult for me ro decide o reestablish the division,
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but I am doing it anvyway for Der Anfang and I am waiting for what will
come of it with great equanimity.

Concerning your letter: where are these beautiful words from: “full of
spaciousness, happiness, and wind.” 1 remember having read them and
have no idea where??

In conclusion: since I am, after all, studying philosophy, you are now
going to have to listen to—to be sure, nothing abour philosophy (I am
reading Kant, Schiller, Bergson for seminars)—bur something about phi-
losophers.

Yesterday, for the first time since I've been a student, [ found myself
in a small group of professional philosophers. 1 had been nvited to a
reception at the home of a privatdocent.* Tt was a grotesque spectacle,
from both an internal and external perspective. [ provide the internal
perspective: of course, I am acutely aware that I am not a card-carrving
member of the union because, although [ do indeed philosophize a lot, 1
do so in a totally different manner: my thinking always has Wyneken, my
first teacher, as its starting point and always returns to him. Even when
it comes to abstract questions, [ intuitively see the answer prefigured in
him. And when I philosophize, it 1s with friends, dilettantes. Thus 1 am
totally forlorn among these people who speak with somewhar more cir-
cumspection (perhaps?) and more knowledge, for they have already com-
pleted their studies.

Bur the external perspective is just as strange. I have hardly ever seen
anything so sublimely tragic! In conversation, of course, they conducr
themselves more openly, more freely as personalities, each one of them as
the thinker he 1s, and here 15 where 1 see the childish impulsiveness with
which each one of them begins from the beginning. The “schools™ we
know about and which I come across in journals disintcgrate into all sorts
of individual beings fighting each other, happily or vehemently. People
who outwardly present themselves in lectures as rationalists say: vesterday,
that doesn’t make any difterence; we need ideas, productive ideas! They
sce this vivacity and, always associated with it, the striving for “science”
but, on the other hand, the impulse to grasp an idea that will further our
life today.

I kept very much to myself and rake comfort only in this: that [ never-
theless have in reserve many an unthought thoughe, at least among those
I know to be thoughts. 1 also found an older student who knew a lot
abour philosophy and with whom I could make myself understood. But
my tragic fate pursues me: he was a history major!

Please excuse this letter that touches on such a variety of topics. Bur if
this variety were to be brought into pleasant harmony, 1 would have ro
write you four times a week, as [ do Mr. Sachs who yesterday received
rwenty-cight (!) pages from me.
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Also please excuse my bad handwriting—I'm writing on paper to
which T am not accustomed—and please don’t wait to answer unul you
have the “Dialog tiber Religion™ [ Dialogue on religion]. You will get ir,
but I have stll not found the time to have the second part typed.

Sincere regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. The concluding verses of act 4 of Ibsen's Brand.

2. Heinle.

3. The lines are from the third part of Rilke's Srundeniuch | Book of hours).
4. Richard Kroner.

16. To Herbert Belmore
Freiburg
|June 7, 1913]
Dear Herbert!

This letrer comes to vou from the heights of uneventfulness. That is,
after having sent only informational letters this semester (not to mention
informative), I finally feel obliged to make things less casy for myself and
to respond to you on your level, Thus finding myself in a state of total
soullessness, I'll give 1t a try:

The weather here is very beauniful now it 1sn’t anvmore, it's
somewhar cloudier. What 1s the forecast for tomorrow? { Answer immedi-
ately!) Recently—at the beginning of June—Gluck’s saccharine Mazen-
kinygin was sull playing at the Municipal Theater. The backdrop was
painted by Mrs, Oppler Leyband [?]. Philinth was the best-performed
role. Afterward the three sisters Wiesenthal (exceprt for Grete) danced.

Yesterday, however, during a hterary evening, I recited some Rilke.
Keller and Heinle also read. You still don’t know what kind of poetry
Heinle writes; listen to his lacest:

Portrait
Out of yellow linens rises, tanned and distinct,
The thin throat, erect. Bur very aware
Of bestowed banquets the singed couple sinks
In beautiful arcs to arched delighr.
Like dark grapes the paired hips leap
With sudden ripeness to heaving breast.

This, of course, 15 in manuscript form! Have vou been reading Ludwig
Straufl’s magnificent poems in the Freistart?!

Just send me the manuscript of your lecture in the Dav. f. School R {eform].
Was it well attended?
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Maybe this evening I'll sec Tegernseer Bauern: the first-place medal.

This afternoon I began to compose a novella with the lovely nitle: The
Death of the Father. Outlinc: soon after the death of his father, a young
man seduces the maid. Then: how these two events merge and one weight
balances the other (the girl’s pregnancy).

The subject marter s from Mr. Manming’s hite, which I am learning
about during the wee hours ot the morning, sporadically and in terms of
one or the other of its seemingly endless dimensions. At this time Keller
is making very slow progress on his new novel, but what he has wrirten,
approximately ten printed pages, is good. I recently attended the open
house given by the philosopher [Richard] Kroner and felt hopelessly out
of my depth in this group of experts. I made the acquaintance of an
example of a species that was only a myth to me untl now, a Jewish
woman, ca. twenty-six years old, who is studying art history and has three
catcgorics of arnstic judgment: wonderful, sweet, splendid.

[Jonas] Cohn’s seminar on the Critique of [ndgment and Schiller’s aes-
therics has been chemically purified of ideas. The only thing you get out
of 1t 1s that vou read the texts. Later I'll give them some thought. I also
just sit and pursue my own thoughts in Rickert’s seminar. After the semi-
nar, Keller and I go to the Marienbad, agree with cach other, and believe
ourselves to be more incisive than Rickert, All of literary Freiburg now
attends his lectures; as an introduction to his logic, he is presenting an
oudine of his svstem which lays the foundanion for a completely new
philosophical discipline: philosophy of the perfect lite (Woman as its rep-
resentative). As interesting as it 1s problematical.

Downcast, I close in the knowledge that even this letrer will contain
individual sections that are interesting and informative.

Regards to Willi, Regards. Regards to Franz.

Regards to you,
Your
[: Walter
Benjamin (i.e. I).

L. A Jewish joumal. The reference 1s to the poems in 1:118-20,

17. To Herbert Belmore
| Freiberg]
June 23, 1913
Dear Herberr,
Good manners would seem to suggest that I should write you
again,—although yorr were the one to hear from me last. But by writing
vou, [ can use up a tew minutes and thus avoid more strenuous work.
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We don’t have a topic of conversation—do we?—therefore 1 have to
expend an inordinate amount of intellectual energy everv time I write
}'ULI.

This time let the topic be a reference to Haupmmann’s yvouthful and
divine drama commemorating the centenary of Napoleon’s fall. The only
thing that allows me to be reconciled with this anniversary, which did
not cause me to suffer, however, is that such an immortal and felicitous

creation could come into being and could lay to rest the question of

whether Hauptmann is a great poet and independent mind. If vou have
not yet read this drama, please do so as soon as possible so that vou may
experience one of the most delightful hours you have ever spent. I have
not been so spiritually moved, 1.e. so uvplifted, by art for a very long
time—not since Spitteler, I think. The banning of the play is something
beautiful and gratifying: 1 can’t imagine a more historically appropriate
insight into its greatness. With its banning, a picce not only of the past
but also of the present has been rationalized.

Tomorrow I'll write Wyneken. I will most urgently repeat a suggestion
I first made when I heard about the banning and was familiar with only
a few lines of the play: to dedicate the August 1ssue of Der Anfang to this
Festsprel by making it a Hauptmann issue. Let voung people respond to
a politically ossified public. We are busy: Heinle has his article about the
Festsprel ready (full of pathos and rabble-rousing). Tomorrow I'll write
minc: [ have already noted the direcion my thoughts will take: “The
Jabriundertfestspiel or Youth and History.™ I think I have some essential
things to sayv. [ am firmly counting on those of you in Berlin to read the
play immediately and energetically support our (Heinle’s and my) plan
tor the August issue. I am not in Berlin nght now. But will we have
another opportunity in the near future to demonstrate the role that the
judgment of voung people should play in public life? This 1ssue ot Der
Anfang will contribute to our cause. Above evervthing clse, it will be
relevant to our cause, as well as Hauptmann’s, and 1t will sell! Let me
know your opinion about the Jahwrhundertfestsprel. Be as thorough as you
can while avoiding technical aesthetic commentary as much as possible,

As [ sad, T will write Wyneken tomorrow or the day after at the latest;
in any event, when I am able to enclose both my article and Heinle's. At
that point, [ also expect a speedy response from you. You'll get in touch
with Wyncken and also with Barbizon. I hope the marter is just as impor-
tant to you as 1t is to us.

Yesterday I wrote an article, “Erfahrung” [Experience].? Possibly the
best thing I have ever wnitten for Der Anfang. It 1s intended for the
Scptember issuc. Recruit! Recruit! There is no way for us to know how
much we affect things. Der Anfang absolutely must remain a purely intel-
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lectual (not aesthetic or some such) publication, yet removed from pol-
Itics.

I must close; when [ tell you that I am currenty deeply involved 1n
these things, in conjunction with further choughts on the cthics of intellec-
tualism, etc., you will be informed about the most important personal
things.

What? To Gibraltar in August? Then we'll never see each other again!

Salve, scriba, valeas

Walter.

1. Appeared under the title “Gedanken tber Gerhart Hauptmanns Festspiel™ by Ardor,
in Der Anfang (August 1913).
2. Appeared in the October issue.

18. To Herbert Belmore
Freiburg
June 23, 1913
Dear friend, your letter urgently demands a response. So I'll write and
will not let it bother me that I already wrote you this morning.

Addresses are not an illusion. Since my previous letter, to which you
primarily refer, was addressed to Franz, and not to the indifferent recipient
of some learned theorem. 1 have to mention this so that you will keep in
mind that the letter, whose effusiveness and vagueness disturb you so
much, was not meant for vou. [ wrote this letter and these lines to Franz.
Moreover, had [ communicated these opinions to vou at a more mature
stage of their development, they would have been formulated differently.
Of course 1 sull owe you a ]usnﬁcnnc:-n tor these opinions. But why didn’t
Franz reply? Or did he do so through you? Is he already just as sure as
you are? If so, I have deluded myself, since I assumed that he is subject
to greater confusion and doubt than you, and is consequently more re-
ceptive. To repeat, [ would have presented these thoughts for your consid-
eration only when they were at a more advanced stage of development.
But that’s water under the brndge.

This will probably not be a very long letter since these lines are meant
only to clarify the carlicr ones. But this letter cannot become “affectionate™
(in spite of all of its inherent affection), dear Herbert—instead, iv will
perhaps be somewhat polemical. After all, I would not want you to be
surprised sometime in the fall. Nor would I want everything you ascribe
to a bad chmate and the terrible distance between us to be a transitory
phenomenon. Before T go on, you should know that, having thought
about thesc thmgs, I am not well served by vour diagnosis of my “touchy
defensiveness.” And this must be said about my moods: don’t let these
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initial Freiburg letters have more long-lasting repercussions in your
drawer than they had in my brain. Now, for once, 1 have been very
serious' —as can be read in the letter to Franz—but I've never been “fa-
tally depressed.”

And one more thing: The essay “Romantik” [ Romanticism] is now in
print, unchanged from when you read it.?

To get to the point: T agree with most of what vou say about women
at the twgirmiﬁg “'Thc' less we are troubled and confused by those awful
pwmrml experiences.” You’'ll find out just how well that expresses my
own view when you read my essay “Erfahrung.” And, as you so nicely
put it, “the man must be gentle, must become feminine, if the woman
becomes masculine.” I have felt this way for a long time. There may also
be some truth to your simple formulas for man and woman: spirit-naturc/
nature-spirit—though I generally avoid speaking concretely on this topic,
and prefer to speak of the masculine and the feminine. For both are
tound ntertwined to such a great extent in people! J’m-:i thus you should
understand that I consider the types, “man™/“woman,” as somewhat prim-
ive in the thought of civilized humanity. Why do we usually stop short at
this division (as conceptual principles? fine!). Bur if you mean something
concrete, then the atomization has to go much turther, even down to the
last single individual. Europe consists of individuals (in whom there are
both masculine and feminine elements), not of men and women.

Who knows what the extent of woman’s spirituality actually is? What
do we really know of woman? As little as we do about youth. We have
never ver L\pLI’H:IlLLd a female culture, no more than we have ever known
a youth culture. But you, Herbert, demand “absolute affirmation.” Who
of us 1s actually the absolutist? Am I the one who says: Ananke will have
ordained it, somchow? Am I the one who denies reality, which does not

conform to the ideaz Or are you the one who has to base his opinion of

woman on reality and who then pins the requisite world plan on Ananke?
“It would truly be the torment of the Danaids to wanrt to redeem the
unredeemable.” We know as little about what is unredeemable as we do
about what is redeemable. And our redemption comes about through
love! But certainly: you may call it the torment of the Danaids. And
human existence 1s surcly the torment of the Danaids, which is meant to
engender an ethereal spirit whose end is itself—and the death of humaniry
will come abour at some time in the future—or maybe never. Both possi-
bilities are equally bleak. We should have learned from Wyncken chat this
conungency, the “as if” and the redemption of the unredeemable, is the
universal meaning we proclaim.
However, your barely restrained indignation at my views on prostitu-
tion runs through vour letter—in any case, you should not blame any-

1913 = 35

thing other than my thoughts. I am unable to prove these opinions at the
moment (and never ever!). But I can show you that you are making do
with vagueness, and that we must go beyond the kinds of convenient
answers that Franz first, and now you, wrote. It really seems that I have
already written what is essential.

What is the moral meaning of a prostitute’s life?

Or do you think that we can circumvent this question. For our part, we lay
claim to morality and personal dignity—don’t we? But we are supposed to
dare to stand before prostitutes and call them priestesses, temple vessels,
queens, and symbol. You should know that this infuriates me as much as
Franz’s “*sx-‘mpatlw " Much more, even. After all, with this sympathy the
prostitute is still a moral individual (a sympathy rthat remains shabby
ermugh when it comes from the man who sleeps with her—but at least
it can be honest). And the man who turns her into a morally bad person
has more conscience than the one who makes her inhuman, immoral. To
you, a prostitute is some kind of beautiful object. You respect her as vou
do the Mona Lisa, in front of whom you also would not make an obscene
gesture. But in so doing, you think nothing of depriving thousands of
women of their souls and relegating them to an existence in an art gallery.
As if we consort with them so artistically! Are we being honest when we
call prostitution “poetic.” I protest in the name of poetry. And we are
being infinitely smug when, with subjective self-promotion, we believe
we are able to endow the prostitute’s life with meaning. 1 would like vou
to acknowledge the shallow aestheticism of whar you write. You yourself
do not want to rclinquish humanity. Yer you would have us believe that
there are people who are objects. You arrogate human dignity to yourself.

As for the rest, they arc pretty things. And why? So thar we have a noble
gesture for ignoble deeds.

If we want to be moral and at the same time acknowledge prostitution,
then there is only one question: What is the moral meaning of a prosti-
tute’s life? In that it has moral meaning, it can have no other meaning
than that of our own lives. For you ask all too timidly: “Either all women
are pwstitutﬂﬂ or no women are?” No: “Either all people are prostitutes
or no one is.” Well, choose yvour own answer. But I say: We all are. Or
should be. We should be the object and subject of culture. In truth: If
we wish to reserve for ourselves this kind of private personal dignity, then
we will never understand the prostitute. But if we feel that all of our
humanity is a sacrifice to the spirit, and if we tolerate no private feelings,
no private will and spirit—then we will honor the prostitute. She will be
what we are. Then what you obscurely mean by the words “priestess and
symbol” will become true. The prostitute represents the consummated
will to culture. I wrote: she drives nature from its last sanctuary, sexuality.
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For the ime being, let’s say nothing about the spiritualization of sexuality.
This precious item 1n the masculine inventory. And we speak of the sexual-
ization of the spint: this is the morality of the prostitute. She represents
culture in Eros; Eros, who is the most powerful individualist, the most
hostile to culture—even he can be perverted; even he can serve culture.

[ believe that 1 have now stated my opinion clearly and concisely. You
have to want to understand it, in order to understand 1t, but—. The
lamenters [?] speak of the “glorification of prostitution.” They have good
Instincts.

But maybe 'll hear from you that your remarkable balancing act, (one
time) poctic, then sacerdoral, basically meant this all along.

Yours, Walter.

P.S. Sire, grant us freedom of thought!

I don’t know what you mean by “chaotic shamelessness™—vou appar-
ently understood very little of my last letter.

Second P.S. This moming I received a letter from Franz; theretore, all
of the above also applies to him. At the same time, I received a letter
from Wyncken: “T agree with you as concerns the female ]JWLht ‘as 1f)”
Biologically and pq}mhuinguaﬂy, of course, God only knows.”

Think about the writings of Wyncken, who for now is our intellectual
better.

[ will discuss your letters with him as the occasion arises.

l. Reading uncertain; perhaps it should be “happy.”
2. In Der Anfang (June 1915).

19. To Herbert Belmore
July 3, 1913
Dear Herberrt,

Nothing in my letter was meant to oftend you. It was meant neither
as an insult nor an honor when I said I would have written you my
thoughts only when they were at a more advanced stage of development—
rather, it 1s an intellectual instinct. For god’s sake—please don’t start any
mystery mongering with my letters: now as before, evervthing I write is
meant for all of you. And let that be the end of it!

[ cannot spare vou this pain: you did not understand my last letter
cither. But no new refutations. After having given it much thought, I
decided ro console you with a novella that I am currently writing Ifitis
a success, you will get it; and perhaps vou will understand in very veiled
language what seems to be incomprehensible when clearly expressed. That
will be better than hopeless explanations in letters. Just one thing: for me
it was always a matter of endowing prostitution as it now exists with an
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absolute meaning. You may call this premarure! But this 1s just what |
think. And now, untl we can talk in person or until the novella arrnives,
ler me close with Marion’s beautiful words in [Georg Biichner’'s—Trans. |
Danton’s Death |Dantons Tod]: “Everything plcasurable comes down to
the same thing; whether it’s bodies, pictures of Jesus, wine glasses, fow-
crs, or children’s toys; 1t's all the same feeling; whoever enjoys the most,
prays the most.”

But: to be capable of pleasure and to act as it she were friendly—this is
the prostitute’s noble virtue. This is how [ interpret Marion—apart from
that, you may confidently claim her words for yourselt.

Bur how can vou think me capable of believing that a man should
sausty himself with a prostitute so he can return to his work refreshed
and fornfied (as well as peaceful and serene)! Do you take me for a
Botocudo?!

Get 1in touch with Barbizon about putting out a Hauptmann issue.
After lengthy consideration the pros and cons seem equally compelling
to me. You will find that both Heinle’s article and my own on the Festsprel
for the next issue are in Barbizon’s possession. My “Erfahrung™ article, as
well. In any case, the articles on Hauptmann are already the basis of a
discussion with Barbizon: I referred him ro you—as [ did you to him.

Whenever vou call to my attention the dirt about Hauptmann or Der
Anfang to be found in newspapers, I am very glad that 1 haven’t been
reading any.

Just a hirtle abour Freiburg (out of a sense of duty).

Heinle has finally become the only contact among the students with
whom [ still have personal dealings. Keller is now necurasthenic—we rarcly
see each other and, when we do, we are conscious of speaking guardedly.
[ recently witnessed a terribly embarrassing scene in which Freiburg gos-
sip was aired by Manning, Englert, and Keller—insults, suspicions, etc.
Things it 1s totally impaossible to reproduce in writing withour a lot of
gibberish. The fact thar Heinle and I had nothing at all to do with it—but
were considered ncutral by both sides—may attest to our secure and
rotally isolated position.

Two older students are among the loyal guests at the literary evening,
the school reform evening, and on Tuesday. It is touching to see them

seriously and steadfastly beginning ro develop their spinitual selves, using
Wyneken and us as their toundation. One of them may not even be bright.
The evenings devoted to school reform (eight to ten in attendance) are
always on a high level. The essential thing is that Wyneken 1s discussed
every evening and that we do not beat about the bush about our unequiv-
ocal disaipleship—everything will follow from that.

I recently made the acquaintance of a female student from Essen whose
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name is Benjamin. We took a walk on the Schonberg, which 1 discovered
only this semester and which 15 one of the prettiest summuts [ know. [
intend to go there at night with Heinle in the very near future.

We ralked effortlessly and happily about a lot of things—each tme I
think about this walk, I note how much I lack human contact in Freiburg.
There’s just Heinle.

[ once ook a walk like this with Wolfgang Brandt’s sister, who 1sn’t
prerry but has a dark-complected delicate face. Two wecks from Sunday
’m going hiking with her (and unfortunately another horror of a female
student) on the Plauen.

Are vou interested 1n the fact that there was a meeting about Haupt-
mann here vesterday? It was disgraceful. A philistine educated in philoso-
phy babble[d] irreverent nonsense. “And Lspcclalh those of us from Bres-
lau would have wished that . . . (the city of Breslau would also have
cropped up as the mother of thf: movement),” “You don't ignore the
ancedotes and memories dear to the people without suffering the conse-
quences,” otherwisc—and all in all, of course, we're for 1t. Disgusting!

During the discussion: Keller. In a bad mood—you could tell that he
wanted to make an impact. He didn’t succeed—people were grumbling.
Heinle and I stamp our feet. Surrounded by shuffling feet. Aside from
this, Keller spoke the only hopelessly reasonable words. I said to Heinle:
“If T knew these people here in the auditorium better, I would surely fecl
there are as many embittered personal enemies here as there are people
present.”

In closing: our work progresses—I'm doing some philosophy (untor-
tunately not very much); I'm reading Heinrich Mann'’s Lirtle Town [Die
kleine Stadt], which does not allow perfuncrory praise; and 'm having a
go at my sccond novella,

Yours, Walter

. [A mbe of Brazihan Indians who, at this tume, were considered extremely pnm-
iove.—Trans. |

20. To Carla Seligson
Freiburg
July 8, 1913
My most esteemed Miss Sehigson,

Thank you for your lerter. It arrived here in Freiburg and did not come
as a total surprise. Let me formulate what you have written and 1 have
experienced here as the One Question: How are we to save onrselves from
the lived experience of our twenties?

You may not know just how right you are—but one day we will really
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notice that something is being taken from us (not that we had it too long,
but they are not going to let us hang on to it anymore). All around us
we see those who once suffered the same thing and saved themselves by
taking refuge in coldness and superiority. It is not that we fear what we
arc cxperiencing, but rather the dreadful result: that after the lived experi-
ence we will become numb and assume the same cowardly gesture unto
cternity. These days, | often recall Hotmannsthal’s lines:

and that my own I, restrained by nothing
glided over out of a small child to me
like a dog, eerily mute and alien.!

[s this nor true? that the question for us now is whether these lines are
to come completely true, and whether we must choose this kind of exis-
tence simply in order to defend ourselves from the others, who are also
so “cerily mute and alien.”

How can we remain true to ourselves without becoming infimtely arro-
gant and extravagant? People want us to fir in without complaint, and we
are completely ridiculous in the solitude we want to preserve—and we
cannot justify that.

[ felr this when 1 came here, having let the familiar circle of my Berlin
triends; I discovered aloofness, incongruities, nervousness—now I have
become acquainted with loncliness for the first time; [ turned it into a
lesson for myself by spending four days hiking alone through the Swiss
Jura—completely alone with my exhausted body.

I am sull unable to rell vou whar kind of tranquility 1 have achieved
with this solitude. But in my first letter to you, when [ so tulsomely
praised my room with its window looking out onto the church square, it
signified nothing but this tranquillity.

[ have completely divorced myself from someone® who was the reason
[ came here; because at the age of twenty-two he wanted to be a forry-
year-old like many of the most spiritual young people around us. It 1s
quite true that now, at the age of twenty, I have not the slightest guarantee
that the life I am leading will be a success: I am very busy supporting Der
Anfang by organizing the divisions and I am separated from my friends.
During the first weeks of my stay in Freiburg, these friends received letters
that were uncven, confused, sometimes depressed. For two days, I was
thoroughly unhappy here in Freiburg.

So in recent weeks | have worked very quietly for the Anfang. You
will ind my article, “Gedanken iiber Gerhart Hauprmanns Festspiel”
| Thoughts on Gerhart Hauptmann’s Festspiel], in the next 1ssue, and in
the Seprember issuc an essay, “Erfahrung.”

My father visited me a few days ago, and 1 was surprised at how
very reserved and friendly 1 was. (Of course my father is opposed to
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my aspirations.) I assure you that this is so without the least trace of

arrogance.

Why 1s it? Recently I saw a schoolboy on the street. I thought: you're
working for him now—and how alien he is to you; how impersonal your
work i1s. Meanwhile I took another look at him. He was carrying his
books in his hands and had an open, childish face with only a slight
overlay of schoolboy blues. He reminded me of my own school days: my
work on the Anfang no longer scemed ar all abstract, ar all impersonal.

[ really believe that, for the second time, we are beginning to feel at
home in our childhood, which the present wants to teach us to forget.
We need only to live in rational solitude, somewhat less concerned about
this difficult present and about ourselves. We will steadfastly rely on voung
people who will find or create the forms for the time between childhood
and adulthood. We are still living in this period without these forms,
without mutual support—in short: alone. I do believe, however, that one
day we will be allowed to move very freely and confidently among the
others, because we know that the multitude of others are no more * “eerily
mute and alien” than we ourselves. How do we know that?

Because we wanted to mobilize the openness and sincerity of children
who later will also be twenty years old.

Think of the secretive and noble gestures of the people in carly Renais-
sance paintings.

I hope you won't be annoved if these words, which could be uttered
only from my point of view, failed to touch on anvthing of importance
to vou, if I made the mistake of keeping my remarks too general.? But
vou will surcly agree with me that everything depends on our not allowing
any of our warmth for people to be taken from us. Even if, for a while,
we must preserve this warmth in a less expressive and more abstract way,
it will endure and surely find its form.

My most sincere regards.

Yours, Walter Benjamun

l Terzinen | {'“l:'bcr Verganglichkeit™).

2. Philipp Keller,

3. Seligson had undergone a difficult experience about which she wrote in a letter dated
July 2

21. To Franz Sachs
July 11, 1913
Dear Franz,
We certainly all have reason to be pleased with the third issue of Der
Anfang; 1 have already given Barbizon my critique. All in all, the issuc is
very appropriate as propaganda but, at the same time, is more assured
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and intimate than the previous issues. I agree with your individual judg-
ments, except for the one on Heinle, After all, it 1s cnough that his essay,
as you concede, 1s characterisic—when we were in school, how often did
we feel that boundless anger, which was left unsaid but is expressed in
Heinle's essay. Heinle's essav! is well justified as an expression of this
sentiment, theoretically (and hygienically). It offers not facts, but feclings.
At the same time, Wyneken’s editorial comment is also justified. But you
speak of a “ronc that needs to be ds:velnpcd“ for Der Anfang. We arc
probably in agreement on this point: in general, however, we must guard
against bringing to the task too specific a notion of what youth and
beginning are. T wrote the same thing to Fritz Strauf8? concerning his
criticism of the second issuc.

I am asking Herbert to send me his essay right away if possible; T have
high cxpectations for it and am thinking of reading it to a small group
here before it appears in print. So please have him send it!

[ am really pleased, and I think it is very decent of you to want to take
over as the first president® in Berlin. I hope you will be elected.

[n the farsighted way in which I conduct such deliberations and con-
sider the consequences even for semesters in the distane future, I had no
compelling reasons cither to reject or to accept. [ only know that now I
will gain a semester, which I hope to devote to relatively intensive philo-
mphls...ll work. In any case, your sacrifice of one of your semesters replaces
my activity there. And from another perspective: it is reasonable that in
this way vou will for once fill your semester with intense extracurricular
actvities (since, after all, you do study in Berlin). T will give you one
picce of advice, straugll_tmrward like that of a western (or better, Greek
(7)) wiseman: always be shrewd, and occasionally be bold.

We are now undoubtedly able to represent the Free Students idealisti-
cally. More to the point, they are literally waiting for the members of our
camp to adopt them. For our part, we will construct a theoretical basis
for the Free Students (perhaps in the guise of a specific interest group, v.
Kranold and Kiihnert, “Wege zur Universititsreform™). Therefore it would
be good if vou were occasionally to manifest a shrewd boldness, a well-
thought-out radicalism. Basically, we must always have the feeling that
vou are too rich in ideas (not in moods) to be totally predictable. And
when the said university administration reccives such an inconclusive but
entirely personal impression of you, it will only contribure to vour effec-
tiveness. [ read your news from the university with grear interest, but—as
far as I can judge from here—Cohen’s candidacy would be very logical
to me (apart from your own, of course). She is totally resolure, and if
someone were to keep an eve on her relationship with Miiller-Jabusch,”
she would seem to me to be a very viable candidate (as I said, always
keeping in mind thar I assume vour presidency would be best). For one
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thing must not be forgotten: the said university administration will have
a much harder ume fleecing a young woman as friendly as Miss Cohen
than they would Mr. Saturnus or Schneider. I do not give the administra-
tion credit for that much adroitness; and they may underesnmate the
intelligence of a young woman in a way that would be of benefit to us.
In addition, of course, I would much prefer to be able to work with her
in Munich. I am of the same opinion as vou: if only for programmatic
reasons, a woman president of the Berlin Free Students is very desirable.

Why has the Deutsches Volk been dissolved? Because of last semester’s
leaflet?

——In the summer [ am going to spend several weeks with my mother
in Switzerland or the Tyrol or in Iraly. 1 think T will be in Berlin ar the
beginning of September or the end of August. I hope we will be together
at least during this month,

Please expedite the school reform circular. Also please let me know
which Free Students have a Division for School Reform so that 1 can
send it to all of them. The report will probably go our te you tomorrow,
Please read it to the division members.

The weather here is not fit for dogs. Spent Wednesday in Basel. T saw
the originals of the most famous Diirer prints: Knight, Death, and the
Dewl, Melancholia, St. Jevome, and many more. They happened o be on
exhibit. Only now do I have a notion of Diirer’s power; of all the prints,
Melancholia is inexpressibly profound and cloquent. In comparison, the
primitive power of Holbein the Elder is a surprise. Finally, the grearest
of the paintings there, Grinewald’s Cruetfixion, which moved me even
more deeply this ime than when I saw it last year. I am getting ever
closer to German Renaissance art, just as, when I was in Paris, [ observed
that the carly Italian Renaissance touched me. There’s a painter, Konrad
Wiz, whose figures all look like children in adult costume (with the
expression of peasant children, revealing their misery, stuck in the cos-
tumes of old people). He paints an inexpressibly happy John who is
nonctheless unaware of his happiness: smuling to himself like a child ar
play. And a Christopher with the silliest smile carrying a butterball of a
Christ child, who 1s suffused by an equal amount of expressionless but
fundamentally unconscious seriousness,

Weld, Albert, and Keller. With these names, I have enumerated those
who made the greatest or most perfect impression on me. Also B[ c|khin’s
splendid Spiel der Najaden. 1 was there for two hours.

Yesterday, at a very nice gathering at the Ungers’, T laughed as I haven’t
in a very long time. Miss Brandt and another stupid lady (bur cute), as
well as a gentleman, were present. There was a lot of joking around about
Unger’s bibliophilic library, a lot of white parchment volumes and books
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with colored spines on black shelves. The atmosphere was cheerful and
sexually liberal (as I have rarely, perhaps never, experienced it). Dr. Unger
and his wife got engaged when they were students in Freiburg; that is
what makes this possible.

[ read Heinrich Mann’s Little Town with sincere human and artistic
mnvolvement.

[ am reading Bonaventura’s Nachowachen, which 1s much more than
Just “educanional”™—and the excellent 1910 Hyperion-Almanach. And also
an essay by Husserl.®

[ recently received a letter from Carla Seligson. It was sad (but nor
despainng), the most beautiful letter anyone has ever written me—one
of the most beautiful letters I have ever read. She is a very extraordinary
person. You will see the letter in Berling since there is virtually nothing
factual in it, there is nothing I can report to you. Don’t mention that I
wrote you about it (should you happen to see her).

Regards.
Yours, Walter

P.S. Please excuse the crumpled envelope: [ am including something

tor Barbizon that he sent me. Give it to him when you see him.

l. Fricdnch C. Henle, “Memne Klasse.” Der Anfang (1913).

2. A schoolmate of WB who, along with Franz Sachs and WH, spent the first semester
in the summer of 1912 in Fraburg. He was born on November 18, 1894, and larer moved
to Tel Aviv,

3. Of the Free Srudents.

4. Hermann Kranold and Herberr Kithnert, “Wege zur Universititsreform = Wege zur
Kulturbeherrschung.” no. 3 (Munich, 1913).

5. Maximilian Miller-Jabusch (1889—1961).

6. Apparently “Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft,” Logar (1910).

22. To Herbert Belmore
Freiburg 1.B.
July 17, 1913
Dear Herbert,

[ came back from Freudenstadt yvesterday evening. I was there on the
fiftcenth with my parents and my brother and sister. This 1s why I haven’t
gotten around to thanking vou until today. For the lerter and the book.
The nitle struck me as no less daring than it did you: it is a title that gives
vou the courage, not only to read an unknown book, bur also to buy it.
Thank you so much for sending me the book: not because it contains
good poems; there are very few of those. But because I now own a
recently published book by Dehmel—to be sure, some of these “new™
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poems have been known for a long nume. And so—in lawful possession
of this book—I have been set at case to some extent about the conundrum
Dehmel. From now on, I will never be able to open up his books with
anything but suspicion. Just yesterday evening, I was reading some of the
“beautitul, wild world™ in the expectation of finally finding the simple,
beautiful, unproblemanical Dehmel. What 1 found was largely not even
problematical. He is a master of chythm. His feclings, however, are by
no means unrefracted and braced against realities. Rather he develops
fechngs almost fogically. Bur vou should not feel the slightest regret ar
having given me such a present, any more than I regret owning this book.
On the contrary, as | said, as a consequence I have a degree of certainty
about Dechmel for the first ime.

My brother gave me Dehmel’s hundred selected poems. 1 was already
familiar with them and decided to exchange them because [ had found
little of value in them at that time. Well-meaning relatives gave me
Kellerman’s Tunnel,! I's supposed to be awful and I may not be able to
bring myself to read it. For I am fastdious about reading only good
things.

I received two copies of Halm’s book? (vou see: the Fury of confusion
assails my library!}—the only other things were: Hucber's Organisierung
der Intelligenz.® Kierkegaard’s Concept of Anxiety. 1 will buy some things
myself. You are surely reading Kierkegaard in the Diederichs edition; the
other translation is indigesuble. But even then, it is highly unlikely that
vou will read the book in a single sitting. It becomes very difficult and
dialectcal, particularly in the second part—which 1s where [ had to rake
a break. I believe that such a high degree of arustry in presentation and
overall vision 1s not as evident as a by-product in many other books as it
is in Kierkegaard. In his life, he probably forcibly subdued the melancholy
cviic in himself, in order to wnte this Either—and above all, the Diary of
a Seducer.

[n Freudenstade I read my brother some lines from my Hauptmann
article. At that moment I regrerted that I didn’t let the essay sertle a while
longer but immediately sent it off to Barbizon. I noticed thar my personal
involvement at the time had kept me from a more broad-based and lLivelier
treatment. Everything seemed to sufhice. Heinle s no critic, which is
something | miss here. Had I taken more time, a lot of the essay would
certainly have rurned out berter. Wyneken is night. T regret to say—

Mease read “Erfahrung,” my essay for the September 1ssue. If 1t 1s not
good enough, and if it can be improved, please send 1t to me with vour
comments. After the thirtieth, mail it ro Freudenstadr, Villa Johanna,
Because Barbizon, who has accepted it, is not at all crincal. 1T want to
remain totally receptive to art and philosophy for quite some time, per-
haps until T have written a novella. Above all: T do not wanr to write
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tor Der Anfang. There s the danger thar thoughts, over whose concrete
consequences 1 still have no control, will become self-evident to me.

I also want to detend Heinle against Wyneken. His poem is hard to
understand, as well as being flawed. It manifests something very similar
to the license that Goethe takes in Fawust II. His Jabrhundertfestspiel was
supposed to be an appeal to hearts and minds and 1s that. He has made
an impression with it, and not onlv on me. There are no ideas in it, and
they do not belong in an appeal, at least not absolutely.

If all of you consider an appeal to be unworthy, if you have contempt
for pathos that comes into being groundlessly, then the play 1s a dubious
enterprise. Perhaps this is the way Wyneken thinks. But then it goes
against Heinle’s nelination and therefore a lack of competence cannot be
established.

When I am back in Berlin, I will show you some poems by Heinle that
may win you over. We are probably more aggressive here, more full of
pathos, more thought-less (literally!), and what’s more: that’s just the way
he & and I sympathize, empathize, and often that’s the way I am too.
This is also the reason we were unable to reach an understanding about
prostitution. (But beware! Misunderstandings threaten anew—)

What vou said to Franz scems to be necessary for him—for me it is
downright refreshing. It has been such a long time since [ have heard
anvthing like 1t, since there aren’t any moralists at all around here. There
are Zionists instead.

The most important thing: won’t you at least be in Berlin again toward
the middle of September? Because at the beginning of October I have to
go to Breslau—or are you coming along? —and will probably be in Berlin
only until about the fourteenth or seventeenth. But: in August I am going
with my mother to the Tyrol. We may go to northern Iraly, specifically
Venice, toward the end of August. It would be wonderful—not to men-
tion useful—if we could be in the Academia rtogether. Our plans are still
very uncertain; but if I knew you would be in Venice around the twenu-
cth, I would of course meet you there with my mother if at all possible.
So let me know!

Let me stop here!

[f you want to have some notion of what [ have been like in the last
two weeks, just picture me in my room, as withdrawn as possible, reading.

Regards 1o your parents and Helmut.*

Yours, Walter

1. A clear-cur bestseller at the time.

2. Wege zar Mussk (1913). August Halm (1869-1929), Wyneken's brother-in-law, was
the music authority in Wyneken's circle.

3. Victor Hueber (Leipzig, 1910). The author belonged to the group around Plemfert’s
Aknon.

4. Belmore's brother,
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23. To Herbert Belmore
Freiburg
July 30, 1913
(unfortunately!)
Dear Herbert,

This is the last letter you will receive from Freiburg. I am leaving on
Friday at 9 A.m.; I will then spend another eight days in Freudenstadt
and finally go on a trip with my mother and probably my aunt, Mrs.
Josephy.! Our first stop will probably be San Martino in the Tyrol. But
I am also seriously thinking of Venice as the final stop of the trip even if
I will not get to meet you there. By the way, let me congratulate you on
having Erich Katz as a traveling companion. On our trip to Italy, I discov-
ered that he is the least moody and most amiable companion imaginable.
So as things stand now, in August we will still be quite far apart but—if
I should have the time—I1 would like to go to Dresden ‘'with Willi and you
in September.

I have been daring in planning my reading for the trip. Do you know,
I will begin reading the Critigue of Pure Reason [Kritik der reinen Vernunft]
with commentaries as soon as possible: thus I have taken Kant and Riehl
along. I also want to read Der Tunnel—after all—Kurt Pinthus recom-
mended it recently in the Zeitschrift fiir Biicherfreunde and, by the way, as
critically as you did. I have also surrounded myself with a few Insel books;
you will be glad to know that Stendhal’s Romerinnen is among them;
because it was under this alluring title that I discovered the impossible
stories which remain unread among my Reclam books at home. After
that I mean to attempt Der Sturm.

I have done a lot of reading recently. For one thing, the earlier issues
of the Logos, especially Rickert’s essay “Zur Logik der Zahl,”? considered
by his students here to be his most brilliant essay, and the one that has
to be read. Guy de Maupassant’s Woman’s Pastime [Notre Coenr]. A novel
containing such inconceivably beautiful sentences, I would have liked to
memorize some. Somewhere he writes, “And she, the forlorn, poor,
errant being who had no place to rest but was serene because she was
young . . .” (!) I can remember this one right now. The story is very
simple and narrated almost abstractly. Its psychology sees to the very core
of people and, in spite of that, touches them as if with the hand of a
kindly old physician. The name Maupassant only now has meaning for
me, and I am looking forward to everything else of his I will be reading.
I have Hesse’s collection of novellas, Diessests, in my room. He knows
how to do many things, even if they may all boil down to just this one
thing: to depict landscape without endowing it with a living soul, and
nonetheless to make it the focus rather than just decoration. His particular
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way of seeing things is located midway between a mystic’s contemplation
and an American’s penetrating gaze.

You know it is impossible for me to feel bad while reading books like
this. But I feel even better than that. I have finally truly grasped that there
is sun. You have received a postcard with an old master’s depiction of an
afternoon in Badenweiler. On the return trip I came across some unwel-
come acquaintances. A chatty student (Rudolf Goldfeld) with a certain
Miss Seligson who was most disagreeably unladylike. After all, it is a fact
that very few young girls can be wittily uninhibited. Kithe Miillerheim
is the best example.

Monday evening I had a ten o’clock appointment with Heinle on the
Loretto. Heinle wanted to bring another gentleman along. We sat to-
gether at the top in semidarkness—Heinle, I, and the gentleman—so that
I could not see him properly at all. Rockets marking the finale of a chil-
dren’s festival rose from the other hillside into the skies. I primarily
spoke with Heinle—the gentleman mostly listened. (You know that Dr.
Wyneken is getting the information on Breslau® from the Frankfurter
Zeitunyg; thus he is going there.) I discussed with Heinle how to organize
some kind of testimonial to Wyneken in Breslau. It cannot be anything
at all public; it is time that people for once approach him as something
other than the founder of Wickersdorf. It has to be a personal act. Some
evening at a small gathering (at most twelve people—but I couldn’t even
come up with twelve who were very close to him) seems good to me.
During the evening, someone would simply speak about him, primarily
stressing that, because of him, we had had the good fortune of growing
up conscious of the presence of a leader in our lifetime.

In any case, the need to do something should also be obvious to you.
And just as obvious is the error made by a public for whom he would
always be the unemployed founder of Wickersdorf.

After that we still walked in the woods and spoke about goodness.

Yesterday Heinle came by and brought me two poems, not his own.
I read them and said: Surely only [Ernst] Bla* could write that. It was
not Blaf}, but Miiller. We established that the poems meant a lot to us,
that they also go much further than Blaf} in terms of their metrical free-
dom (you’ll get to see them in Berlin). Miiller, however, was the gentle-
man with whom we had been yesterday. Both of his poems dealt with
Gladys who lives in Paris (he rejects the rest of his work and approves of
only two poems). He is, however, the son of the man who edits the
Freiburger Boten, the ultramontane newspaper. He spends the day sitting
in the editor’s office writing articles—he quit school two years before he
could take qualifying exams for the university. Heinle telephoned him
yesterday; we wanted to get together with him again. And this evening
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we will. It is a real shame that we did not find the third person to comple-
ment the two of us until now. We do not need to make an effort to get
along with him; he does not talk a lot, never indulges in idle chatter, and
truly has a radiantly intense feeling for art—also for ideas. Yesterday we
climbed around the woods from 10 to 12:30 and talked abour original
sin—we came up with some important ideas—and about dread. I was of
the opinion that a dread of nature is the test of a genuine feeling for
nature. A person who can feel no dread in the face of nature will have no
idea of how to begin to treat nature. The “idyll” does not represent any
kind of pleasure in nature—but rather a pseudo-artistic feeling for nature.

The semester is concluding with the fortissimo of warm active days—I
am sorry that I have to start traveling.

Thanks for your parcel. I like your sketches® a lot—I am going to show
them to Heinle today. I had forgotten to do so earlier. The sketch of the
poor black schoolboy is even better than the David; the bizarre landscape
is magnificent. But the David is the shrewder choice (for a stamp), also
“more positive” (nonsense!). The David may be selected because he has
a hard, sleepy expression that is very beautiful. I mediate between Heinle
and all of you, just as I mediate between all of you and Heinle. Heinle
still feels that your essay lacks rhythm. I would express it in these terms:
what is missing for me is the assured, almost classical, way of “establish-
ing” something like an apostrophizing, i.c. exhortatory, tone meant for
the individual. What you say seems to be intended more for adults than
for young people. The essay is very good (for what I have said above
deals only with practical considerations). For the reasons implied above,
however, I do not know whether it might not be better for you to choose
a more neutral title that more emphatically stresses the programmatic
aspect. For example: Concerning (On) Themes and Ideas of Der Anfanyg.

Heinle still needs the essay for propaganda purposes; he is sending it
off tomorrow or the day after. That is to say that he is making an effort
to establish a Discussion Hall here, but with little hope of success. Vaca-
tion has come—as well as the members of the Wandervigel, individualists,
who are most accessible to him.

Many regards.
Yours, Walter

1. Friederike Josephy, one of WB’s father’s sisters and the relative who was closest to
WB, committed suicide in 1916.

2. In Logos 2, no. la (1911).

3. The reference is to the first Student-Pedagogical Assembly in Breslau on October 6
and 7, 1913.

4, Emst Blaft (1890-1939), who, among other things, was editor of the Argonauten,
which is mentioned later. :

5. Belmore was a student of interior design at the Berlin School of Commercial Art.
He drew and painted on the side.
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24. To Carla Seligson

Freudenstadt
August 4, 1913
Dear Miss Seligson,

The semester is over now. I am spending a few days with my parents,
brother, and sister, and then I am going with my mother to the Tyrol
until the beginning of September—maybe the weather will be tolerable
for our trip to Venice. Saying good-bye to Freiburg—to this semester—
turned out to be difficult for me after all. This is something I can’t say as
easily about any other recent year. My window was there, the one you
have heard about, looking out on the poplar and the children at play; a
window in front of which you feel mature and experienced, even when
you have not yet accomplished anything. Thus it poses a danger, but it
is still so precious to me that I plan to live there again should I go back
to Freiburg. Mr. Heinle was there, and I am sure we became friends
overnight. Yesterday evening I read the poems he wrote this semester,
and here, with some distance between us, I find them almost twice as
beautiful. Finally, life there also suddenly turned beautiful and summery
with the arrival of sunny weather at the end of the semester. The last four
evenings we (Heinle and T) were constantly out together past midnight,
mostly in the woods. A young man of my age, whom we got to know
by chance in the last days of the semester, was also always along. We told
ourselves that he was the third person who would complement the two
of us. Not a student. He quit school two years before he could take
university qualifying exams; he works in the editorial office of his father,
who publishes Freiburg’s ultramontane newspaper.

Consequently, this semester ended on a pleasant note-—I am as sure as
I am about nothing else that, while I do not fully grasp it, the semester
will bear fruit in years to come, somewhat like my Paris trip may in the
coming months.

You may have heard about the pedagogical student congress that will
take place in Breslau on October 7. I recently. learned that I will be giving
a talk there; besides me, [Siegfried] Bernfeld, head of the Academic Com-
mittee for School Reform in Vienna, will also give a talk. A third speaker
1s a Mr. Mann, who is a member of an opposition group. Both orienta-

- tions represented by the student movement, the one associated with

Wyneken and the other with Prof. Stern (my cousin),' will confront each
other for the first time at this congress. In Breslau we will also for the
first time get an overview of our troops (as I believe they can be called),
our wider circle of friends. Before the congress meets, another three issues
of the Anfang will appear; you may put your trust in them, to the extent
that I am familiar with the contributions.

As difficult as it is, I must now respond to what you wrote about the
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form of the new youthfulness. I thought about it until I trusted myself
to be able to express with relative clarity what I have always thought.

' What I have to say is no longer part of our work in the strict sense—it

. 1s probably philosophy of history, but what you wrote surely demonstrates
. its relationship to our most intimate thoughts.

Will what we want take away anything at all from the young person,
the individual? (Will we—this question is even more serious—be giving
him anything at all?)

But above all: will a new youthfulness, of the kind we want, make the
individual less lonely? I do not see how we can answer no to this question,
if it is construed in all seriousness. Indeed, I believe that we will not suffer
the distress of loneliness (which is certainly a mysterious moon, if not a
sun) in what we are trying to achieve; we want to destroy loneliness,
eliminate it.

Thus we can say—nevertheless, we may still assert something com-
pletely different, something that is apparently its opposite. Because, let’s
just have a look around in our own time. Somewhere Nietzsche says: “My
writings are supposed to be so difficult. I was supposed to think that
everybody in distress understands me. But where are those who are in
distress?” I believe we may ask, Where are those who are lonely nowadays?
Only an idea and community in the idea can lead them to that, to loneli-
ness. I believe it is true that only a person who has made the idea his own
(irrelevant “which” idea) can be lonely; I believe that such a person must
be lonely. I believe that only in community and, indeed, in the most

fervent community of believers can a person be truly lonely: a loneliness

in which his “I” revolts against the idea, in order to come to its senses. Do
you know Rilke’s “Jeremiah,” where this idea is wonderfully expressed? I
would not want to call loneliness the relationship of the ideal person to
his fellow man. Although, to be sure, even this can be a form of loneliness
(but this form is lost in the ideal community). Rather, the most profound
form of loneliness is that of the ideal person in relationship to the idea,
which destroys what is human about him. And we can only expect this
loneliness, the more profound type, from a perfect community.

But whatever we may think about loneliness, today neither the one
kind nor the other exists. I believe that only the greatest people will ever
totally achieve that “other” loneliness. (Of course if they, like the mystics,
became totally one with the transcendental, they have already lost it, along
with the “I”.) The conditions for loneliness among people, with which
so few are familiar nowadays, have yet to be created. These conditions
are “sentience of the idea” and “sentience of the 1,” and the one is as
unfamiliar to our time as the other.

I must summarize what I have said about loneliness: in that we as

T ——— s " " y
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individuals want to free ourselves from our loneliness among people, we
transmit our solitude to the many who were still unfamiliar with it. And
we ourselves become familiar with a new kind of loneliness: that of a very
small community in the presence of its idea. (This sounds more arrogant
than it is. For in reality there are and will remain in almost every person
two kinds of loneliness. )

Your question and your objection are basically the most serious things
that can be raised against Der Anfang—and not only against Der Anfang.?
And even before this journal appeared I often had misgivings about it. I
am writing about this for the first time in this letter, and consequently in
a way that is entirely incomplete and fragmentary. People have expressed
this objection in more abstract terms and said (or better, thought): Der
Anfang deprives young people of their obvious lack of inhibition, deprives
them of what is natural to them—in short, what one might perhaps call
innocence. This would be true if young people had innocence #ow. But

| youth is beyond good and evil, and this condition, which is permissible
Lfor animals, always leads a person into sin. This may be the greatest
obstacle that the youth of today must overcome: the assessment of them
as animal, i.e. as unrepentant innocent, as that which is instinctually good.
For people, however, this kind of unaware youth (we see this every day)
matures into an indolent manhood. It is true that youth must lose its
innocence (animallike innocence) in order to become guilty. Knowledge,
the self-awareness of a calling, is always guilt. It can be expiated only
through the most active, most fervent, and blind fulfillment of duty. I
believe that the following does not express it too abstractly: all knowledge

H

(\j)s« guile, at least all knowledge of good or evil—the Bible says the same

thing—but all action is innocence.
There are some lines in Goethe’s Divan whose profundity I still can’t
fathom:

For real life is action’s eternal innocence,
which proves itself in that it harms no one but itself.?

However, the innocent person cannot do good, and the guilty one
must.

You really have to excuse me for answering your simple question with
a metaphysical discourse. But maybe these thoughts will appear to be just
as simple and obvious to you as they do to me. For any person, innocence
has to be earned anew every day and as a different kind of innocence. Just
as the forms of loneliness always surrender to and redeem each other—in
order to become ever more profound. The loneliness of the animal is
redeemed by the gregariousness of the human being. (This is a third kind
of loneliness about which I have not yet written: I call it “physiological.”

matucat
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Strindberg’s characters are tormented by it.) The person who is lonely in
gregariousness establishes society. And only a few people are still lonely
even in a community?

I cannot close without telling you about an entirely different idea with
which I will answer your question about the punctilious certainty and
great facileness of the coming generation of young people. Please read
my essay* in the July issue of the Freie Schulgemeinde—I will enclose it.
In this essay, I try to explain that there is no certainty that a moral educa-
tion will take, because the pure will that does good for the sake of good
cannot be apprehended with the means the educator has available.

I believe that we must always be prepared for the fact that no one now
or in the future will be influenced and vanquished in his soul, the place
where he is free, by our will. We do not have any guarantee for this; we
also should not want one—because good only issues from freedom. In
the final analysis, every good deed is only the symbol of the freedom of the
individual who accomplished it. Deeds, lectures, journals do not change
anyone’s will, only a person’s behavior, insight, etc. (In the moral realm,
however, this is completely irrelevant.) Der Anfang is only a symbol.
Everything it is beyond that which is internally efféctive is to be understood
as grace, as something incomprehensible. It would be quite conceivable
(and it is surely the case) that what we want will gradually come to pass
without the spiritual young people whom we wanted having appeared in
their individual manifestations. This has always been the case in history:
its moral progress was the result of the free act of only a few individuals.
The community of the many became the super- and extra-human symbol
of a newly fulfilled morality. While the old morality was just as much a
symbolic form, constructed by a few free individuals. Were it otherwise,
“new” moralities could never have arisen; there are “new” moralities only
for those who are immoral and instinctive. Whereas those who are spiri-
tual wanted something that was exactly the same, forever modifying it so
that the others who sleep unawares accommodated themselves to that
symbolic community. (Everything else was a single act of grace in its
particulars.) The morality of the community remains independent of the
morality of its members, in spite of their immorality. Thus—from the
perspective of the individual—it is only a symbol. But in those who feel
the symbolic, impractical value of the community, who founded a commu-
nity, “as i the individual were moral—only in these creators of commu-
nities did the moral idea become real; they were free. What an “as if” of

knowledge is, is an absolute of action.

Now please keep in mind that I am far from being finished with this
line of thought, and that it appeared necessary to me only in order to
liberate our idea from everything utopian yet triumph over the most brutal
aspect of reality.
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Although it has been typed in final form, I will send you my “Dia-
logue™ another time, because I have already unfairly inundated you with
philosophy and if it is incomprehensible, please blame that on me and
not yourself.

Have a wonderful vacation!

Yours, Walter Benjamin

L. William Stern (1871-1938), a well-known psychologist.

2. Seligson had asked whether modern youth might not be a bit too firmly and surely
rooted. “We will miss being alone” (letter from Seligson, July 20, 1913).

3. From “Der Deutsche dankt.”

4. “Der Moralunterricht” [Moral instruction].

5. “Dialog iiber Religion.”

25. To Ernst Schoen
San Martino di Castrozza
August 30, 1913
Dear Mr. Schén [sic],

In Spitteler’s Der Olympische Friihling, there is the very lovely story
with a small garden called “After All, Why Not,” and the street leading
to it called “Could I, Would I”; there is no access to this garden.

This is the mythology I would like to contribute to our summertime

| correspondence, and everything else would be consigned to a metaphysics

of silence, writing, and laziness. I was very surprised today when the very

first thing I saw was the picture of Trafoi on your postcard. I am happy
to confirm that the picture is true to life, because I arrived in Trafoi myself
about two weeks ago and stayed there for a week, i.e. I am traveling with
my mother and an aunt through the southern Tyrol. Presumably this is
happening in order to bring some order into my life and to stabilize a
six-month period of inactivity, May to September. Nevertheless, little of
this inactivity is voluntary—1I experienced much of “fate.”

Above all, a time of isolation in Freiburg, which was almost amusing
and from which T ultimately gained a good friend and many bad weeks.
Then this summer’s centenary celebrations of Napoleon, which I weath-
ered in the solitude of the Swiss Jura. I fled to Paris over Pentecost: this
was the most beautiful experience, mainly restaurants, the Louvre, and
the Boulevard.

In the meantime, maybe you have had a look at Der Anfang. If so, you
will have seen that “Ardor” is very much in need of some order in his
enthusiasm and in the logic of his thinking.

Since even you must be burdened at some point with something—
presumably?—you can be sure that you will have something to tell me
when you look me up at 23 Delbriick Street. I hope this will be soon. I
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will be back home on the twelfth at the latest. If for no other reason, look

me up to return Imago.!
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. By Spitteler.

26. To Carla Seligson
Berlin-Grunewald
September 15, 1913
My dear friend,

You will let me call you that, won’t you? I have to address you this
way after what you wrote me yesterday and even before that. It would
also be tactless if those of us who want to represent a new kind of youth
were to speak to each other differently from how we actually feel.

After 1 read your letter this morning, I walked to where there aren’t
any more houses but only fenced-off vacant lots. For the first time I
thought seriously about what you had asked me: How is this possible?
Because formerly my delight in understanding Hueber had been so great
that I did not even consider the majority who do not hear what he has
to say. For a long time I was unable to think of anything because I was
completely consumed by the joy of having found the first person who
understands this book the same way I do. None of my friends has yet
read it. But then I finally discovered the simple answer: those of us who
understand Hueber feel our youth completely only in the presence of his
ideas-—the others, who feel nothing, are not young. They have simply

/ never been young. They took pleasure in their youth only when it was
+ over, just a memory. They did not know the great joy of its presence,
which we are now feeling and which I sensed in your words. I truly
believe that this is the reason why things are even worse than Hueber
thinks they are. But in every individual who is born, no matter where,
and turns out to be young, there is, not “improvement,” but perfection
from the very start. This is the goal that Hueber so messianically feels is
near. Today I felt the awesome truth of Christ’s words: Behold, the king-
dom of God is not of this world, but within us. I would like to read with
you Plato’s dialogue on love, where this is as beautifully expressed and
| with such profound insight as_probably nowhere else.
This morning I gave this some more thought: to be young does not
mean so much serving the spirit as awaiting it. To see it in every person
and in the most remote thought. This is the most important thing: we
must not commit ourselves to one specific idea. For us, the concept of
youth culture should simply be illumination that draws cven the most
remote spirit to its light. For many people, however, even Wyneken,

R s R S,
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even the Discussion Hall, will be merely a “movement.” They will have
committed themselves and will no longer see the spirit where it manifests
itself as freer and more abstract.

{ This constantly reverberating fecling for the abstractness of pure spmt
{T would like to call youth. For then (if we do not turn ourselves into
nothing more than workers in a movement), if we keep our gaze free to
see the spirit wherever it may be, we will be the ones who actualize it.
Almost everybody forgets that they themselves are the place where spirit

actualizes itself. However, because thev have made themselves mﬁcmble B

turned themselves into the pillars of a building instead of into vessels or

bowls that can receive and shelter an ever-purer content, they despair of

the actualization we feel within ourselves. This soul is the eternally actual-
1zing soml. Every person, every soul that is born, can produce the new
reality. We feel it in ourselves and we want to project it from ourselves.

I recently inquired about Hueber’s address at his publishers' in order
to offer my services for his cause. I found out that everything is in a sad
state of affairs. So whatever you do, do not read the “Wirkung des
Aufrufes” with sympathy, but with deﬁance

I would like to talk to you about all of this. Please let me know by
phone or letter whether you can visit me Thursday or Saturday afterncon.
If you prefer, we can go for a walk.

Thank you—for what? For your delight in the book and for having
written me. Sincere regards.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Johann Ambrosius Barth, Leipzig,

27. To Carla Seligson

» Berlin-Grunewald

September 25, 1913
My dear friend,

You do not have to externalize anything other than what is manifested
in substantial deeds. And, of course, you have always done this, more
than any of us. For which of us would have had the will you had? If I
put almost too much of our thoughts into words, I basically do not
externalize anything of myself. Rather, I am saying what I hope at some

| time to be able to conceive philosophically. Therefore I actually internalize
J it and then use it to build myself up.

Do not think, however, that I did not understand you. I am saying
only that you have already accomplished infinitely more in your lifetime
than any of us. And we abstract nothing from our being. Each of us

tw
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internalizes the spiritual in his life differently: you by studying, I with
words. It is not supposed to be easy for any of us. The words should be
least easy.
[...]
Let me send you my regards with my unspoken greetings.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

- Lo
Culisds o T )
* . I A

28. To Carla Seligman
November 17, 1913
Dear Carla,

I am writing you from the reading room of the Royal Library, which
“Is reserved for serious professional work,” and I have erected a barrier
of books around myself. My class has just been canceled and I can there-
fore write you immediately. Yesterday evening Heinle and I ran into each
other on the way to the Bellevue train station. We spoke about trivialities.
All at once he said, “There is actually a lot I have to say to you.” I
thereupon asked him to do so immediately because it was high time. And
since /e really wanted to say something to me, I wanted to hear it and
went up to his place at his request.

At first we went round and round about what had happened and tried
to explain things, etc. But very soon we realized what was at issue and
put it into words: that it has become very difficult for both of us to
part. But I realized one thing that was the most important aspect of this
conversation: he knew precisely what he had done, or better, there was
no longer anything for him “to know” here. He understood our opposi-
tion to be just as uncompromising and inevitable as I had expected. He
confronted me in the name of love and I countered with the symbol. You
will understand the simplicity and abundance of the relationship, which
contains both for us. A moment arrived when we both confessed to con-
fronting fate head-on; we said to each other, each of us could be in the
other’s shoes.

I can barely bring myself to write you about this conversation, but

) through it we both overcame the sweetest temptation. He overcame the
" temptation of enmity and offered me renewed friendship or at least a

fraternal relationship. I overcame, in that I rejected what I—as you will
understand—could not accept.

At times I had thought that, of all the people we know, we, Heinle
and I, understand each other best. This way of putting it is not quite
accurate. But this is: in spite of each of us being the other, it is inevitable
that each must remain true to his own spirit.

I once again recognized the inevitability of the idea, which places me in
opposition to Heinle. I want the fulfillment that one can only anticipate
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but .that he can satisfy. But fulfillment is something too serene and divine
for it to issue from anything other than a burning wind. Yesterday I said
to Heinle, each of us has faith but everything depends on how we believe
in our faith. I am thinking (not in a socialist, but in some other sense) of
the multitude who are excluded and of the sprrit that is in league with
those tho sleep and not with those who are brothers. Heinle told me
something your sister' said: “fraternity, almost again[st] one’s better judg-
ment.” You will remember that in my policy speech I already stated, “No
friendship between brothers and comrades, but rather a friendship among
friends who are strangers.”

While writing, I realize that maybe this can be said only in person—but
you will get my meaning.

The movements proceed with their internecine struggles. Yesterday
Heinle and I saw the type of youth movement that paves the way for
struggles of the kind we are engaged in. I still do not know of any word
to describe my relationship to Heinle, but in the meantime I will take
pure delight in the pure struggle. I still do not know much about him,
but I will give him some thought. For the goal remains: to push Heinle
out of the movement and to leave the rest to the Spirit.

~ Yesterday you were unchanged when I thanked you. But we may also
give thanks for the #7uth in these ideas. Indeed, we are obliged to give
thanks for it alone.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

L. Rika (Erika) Seligson, with whom Heinle committed suicide after the outbreak of
war.

29. To Carla Seligson

[Berlin-Grunewald]
November 23, 1913
Dear Carla, [ ]

Evcxl'ything is now completely straightforward again. You want to
resign.

The past few weeks had tired me out. I had finally become active in
the movement again, but I was exhausted after having spoken at the
meeting on Tpesday evening with such a lack of restraint, as if uncon-
sc10us}y, dra§ncaﬂy sure of my subject and myself. It was a success, and T
was disappointed and depressed. On Wednesday I came across as being

at a loss when we were speaking about your sister. The next morning I
read:

no feeling is the most remote.
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When you talked to me in the afternoon, the word was fulfilled. I have
gone farther; if, after these chaotic days, you could pnly see everything as
straightforwardly as I do as a result of what you said. ‘

An intimate, as well as the most remote, feeling allo.ws me to perceive
things in this way, and I have never written you, my friend, as uninhibit-
edly as I do today.

You are not resigning because of your mother, are you?'I‘f that were
the only reason, a solution could be found. You made the decision entirely
on your own. All the words probabl}‘r:l tred you out—and you feel all

e whenever things go beyond words. .
alO{?ch must all bear ghcgburdZn of words. I believe that work helps allevi-
ate this burden, as does the silence of friendship.

But you also find yourself alone and no longer comprehend the cer-
tainty of others. You believe unresistingly what people tell you. I am
writing you in response to that.

The rain does not fall for itself, the sun does not shine for itself,
you too are created for others, and not for yourself. (Angelus

Silesius)

None of us could proceed so happily and seriously .if we were not
aware that friends are watching. Perhaps they are too d'lst'ant and weak
to help us, but they believe in us. In view of this conviction, however,
there is no resigning as long as one believes. One gives holy orders to a
friend as to a priest who is unable to deconsecrate himself. Consequently,
before the friend refuses to excommunicate him, the friend is part of the
friendship. .

I believe in you without reservation. .

Whether you face up to the issue or avoid us, your youth yvﬂl struggle
among us, unmoved by the torment of words or family strife. One day
you will join your youth.

It sends you the most sincere regards!

[no signature]

1. From the Free Students or the Young People’s Discussion Hall.

30. To Carla Sehgson March 26, 1914

Dear Carla, '

To begin with: I hear you are not well. I hope you Wl].l soon b_c free
from pain and, above all, that you will be able and allowed to go with us
to Kohlhasenbriick after the Discussion Hall on Saturday. In order to
obtain permission for you to go, a letter has been written to your mother,
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and will be mailed at the same time as this one. I hope she will accept it
gracefully. My mother considers the letter “Impossible.”

So much seems not to be working out for you. And yet—isn’t it really
simple? You have to hope that Barbizon will finally declare some holidays,
some days of repentance, and the only thing we want from him as well;
that he of his own accord will acknowledge, and thus expiate, the guilt
he has incurred because of what happened in the Discussion Hall (even
if he personally is innocent ten times over). From that moment on, he
will affirm his position in the Discussion Hall. From then on, we will all
turn to him as freely as you do.!

Guttmann will probably also stay away from the next Discussion Hall,
if the whole situation does not change after Guttmann’s and Heinle’s
“explanations” have been sent out. This is supposed to happen on Friday.
You would not want to turn to him before he has become peaceable and
pure enough to earn your trust. You have a duty to the “cowardice” about
which you speak. You are confusing shyness with cowardice. T would
certainly not be so quick to call the rejection of Guttmann shyness, but
in good conscience I will justify your rejection of him with this word.
First let Guttmann earn your trust, and until that happens perhaps you
will allow me to be a spiritual medium between you and him,

Because of the stress I am under, I hope you will forgive me if this
letter does not entirely manage to address what you have in mind. For
this reason, however, I ask you to continue to turn to me with your
demands. To that extent, I take responsibility for Guttmann before you
and the Discussion Hall. I told you that yesterday. It has gotten late, I
am tired. Good night.

Walter Benjamin

P.S. Not for a single second did I consider you to be “devoid of charac-
ter.” I am a comrade of Guttmann and Barbizon too. I hope Barbizon
makes it possible for me to remain his comrade.

[On the envelope] P.S. Pm tormented by the feeling that my somewhat
overtaxed brain may be preventing me from telling you everything in the
best way possible; I may again have a few words with you about this on
Saturday.

L. Many serious disputes had developed in the Berlin Discussion Hall between Georg
Barbizon and a group whose spokesmen were Heinle and Simon Guttmann. Disagreements
about what the Anfang was supposed to look like and efforts to change the editorial board
were behind these disputes. WB, who had just been elected president of the Free Students,
tried to mediate although he was secretly on Heinle’s and Guttmann’s side. Many reports
and other things were written and the excitement went on for months. Copies have been
preserved of a detailed explanation written by Barbizon on March 12, 1914, “An den
Kameraden Walter Benjamin” [To the comrades of Walter Benjamin], and of Barbizon’s
“description” of the events berween February and April 1914. The result was a schism in
the Discussion Hall to which a number of the following letters refer.
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31. To Herbert Belmore
Evening: May 6 [1914]
Grunewald

Dear Herbert,

It seems to be easier to write from London to Berlin than from Berlin
to London.! T have already attempted the latter at least once without
success. For here in Berlin it is impossible to take the measure of my days,
and on the other hand, if anyone wanted to write from within their core,
everything would sound too rhapsodic. But as much as Berlin is dimin-
ished by your departure for London, it still remains Berlin, and nothing
remains but to write from within its abundance. What can be said about
the Free Students’ inaugural evening is that it took place the night before
yesterday; that there were far fewer students than friends in attendance
in the lecture hall; that the evening, however—because it was, in fact,
almost totally removed from the student body—was singularly beautiful,
in that friends who had left in search of new recruits unexpectedly found
themselves reunited in a strange place. Nevertheless, I know now that my
talk moved not a few people who did not know about us before this.2
The floor was opened to discussion, but with the observation that we
would be happy to dispense with it. Consequently nobody raised a hand.
Of course, everything just went by some of those in attendance. You will
get to read the lecture sometime later on. Dora brought me roses because
my girlfriend was not in Berlin. It is true that flowers have never made
me as happy as these, which Dora® had just brought from Grete.* When
I think that T was able to have only a quick word with you about Dora
and Max before you left and that, at that time, I had seen them only once!
Even now, after having spent Thursday evening at their place, I do not
know what I should add; I talked; afterward Max read poems and played
the piano; then we looked at pictures; and Dora spoke to me about Franz,
after we had a conversation later on Monday night. There were others at
the table. Dora had proposed the wonderful topic “Help” for the Discus-
sion Hall, and Franz intimidated her with his timorous and trivial objec-
tions. Until we so clearly perceived the pure essence of helping, that we
understood: we can talk about help, with anybody. Even after such a
profound conversation or affectionate gathering, I am unable to tell you
any more about the two than I did the last time. I am unable to tell you
anything other than what I wrote Grete: that few people have ever seemed
to me to be as good and yet to have an equally sure and accurate eye for
the clarity or opacity of human deeds and the doer. As you well know,
Franz is developing this kind of perception. On the very evening of your
departure, both of them spoke with me in passing and told me a lot of
things I did not know before. Franz may then have written you about

1914 o 61

the conversation I had with him on Wednesday. He is ardently and defi-
antly clinging to his relationship to Genia.? So I said: do whatever you
want and think is the right thing to do. If, however, you refuse to accept
advice (what he does is constantly play the coquette with those wh(? give
him advice—and this term is #oz too harsh), then finally take responmbxh_ty
for your actions. I told him not to speak with anyone about his relationship
to Genia. He promised. That evening, and before I had spoken like this
to him, he read me part of the scriptum on the vocation. Who could deny
that it contains ideas? But I do not know what honor you wish to bestow
on it by calling it Jewish. No—and I demonstrated this to Franz—it is
conceived entirely without courage, without ultimate commitment to 1t2
subject, with concepts taken out of an entirely alien context, the “Diary”;
moreover, it seems to me that the style is not compelling and the text
evinces a lot of confusion instead of profundity. He retracted it, but I am
not completely sure that he is not still working on it. No, Her‘bert, I.am
not at all completely sure of Franz. I have always defended him against
Dora. But even now, in the days since my last conversation with him,
which I wanted to make the first and last we had about him and Genia
in every respect, he said things that embody his strange amblgmty I
accidentally learned that he is meeting Leni Wieruszowski, while .av01d.1ng
the Discussion Hall and wanting to “withdraw” from everything. You
know that Dora has greater doubts about his innermost being than those
of us who, on the contrary, affirm it have experienced thus far. But if he
goes on playing games—and here I am not thinking so much of myself,
although I have spoken plainly with him—than of Dora, who wants to
extend to him the noblest help he could expect. He nonetheless wrote her
a letter expressing his gratitude, which was quite insipid. If he continuF:s to
play games here and explains the situation to his own advantage, if he
continues to foster uncertainty and indecisiveness, even then there will be
people who will help him, teach him, and you may be his teacher—but
I will stop at the limit of my ability, and in this case that also means at
the limit of my will. To be sure, this final stage of my willingness is one
I had never reached before. After a while you will find out whether it is
necessary. ' '

The Art Division tours begin on Friday. [Simon] Guttmann is leading
them and we will go first to Gurlitt’s to view the Schmidt-Rottluff pictures
under discussion. Guttmann recently said to me: this morning I received
a letter from Herbert B., which did much more than simply please me.
And Heinle once told me something similar. There was a Discussion Hall
on Saturday. About attitude. Dora may have written you about it. It was
flawed, like all of them, but not depressing. ,

I can hardly believe how long you have been gone. I have a lot to tell
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you: That I visited [Martin] Buber in a room that was sumptuously fur-
nished in Oriental style. He will come sometime when the discussion of
the Free Students deals with a dialogue out of his Daniel. Now I have to
read it. Write me if you have it here,’ so that I can borrow it. That classes
are not very stimulating, and we are learning only gothically; but that the
Jahr der Seele is ever more beautiful; that Guttmann wants to read Spinoza

¢ with some people as the ultimate and surest basis of understanding among

them; and that I am planning to send Grete a still-life that I have been

mulling over for a week. It depicts one carton of Cordon Rouge, very

long, magnificent cigarettes that I recently discovered at a party; one
colored Japanese wood carving (there are good ones at Keller and Reiner
for 2 marks, even if they cannot be mistaken for Hokusai); birds and
grasses; and a—book, book, charming, beautiful, good, light and small,
exotic and familiar, illustrated and in color, expensive and cheap. A book
that is so like—there is certainly only one: an ideal book: please tell me
if you know of one. One will occur to you when I tell you that one day
this paper, on which I am now saying adieu, hoping you will find a good
position, and hoping for a letter from you—came from Munich.

Yours, Walter

1. Belmore had been in England since April 1914. He was a British citizen.

2. This was WB’s inaugural address as president of the Free Students in Berlin, part of
which has been published in Das Leben der Studensen.

3. Dora Pollack, née Kellner, WB’s future wife. At that time she was married to Max
Pollack, who died in 1960. She was an active participant in the Discussion Hall.

4. Grete Radt, to whom WB was engaged at the time.

5. Belmore’s sister-in-law. She was a Russian from St. Petersburg.

6. A part of WB’s Metaphysik der Jugend [Metaphysics of youth], copies of which were
circulated among his friends. Scholem’s copy has been preserved.

7. Buber’s Daniel: Gespriiche von der Verwirklichuny [Daniel: Dialogues on Realization)
appeared in 1913. The Free Students held a debate between Buber and WB on the book
on June 23, 1914.

32. To Herbert Belmore
April [should be May] 15, 1914
Grunewald
Dear Herbert, '
You could just now have seen me engaged in an endeavor of a kind in
which you have never seen me engaged in all the years we have known
each other. I was sitting at the piano, without music, by the way, which
I still cannot read, and was playing charming thirds and octaves to myself.
You see, the most beautiful thing the summer here could provide me is
actually going to happen: Max and Dora will go through the Halm book
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with me.! Between sessions, I want to review it with my sister. Of course,
it will be terribly slow going. But perhaps this most modest of beginnings
will be the basis on which I can later make progress more independently.
We began on Wednesday. That evening Simon Guttmann was also at
their place. He brought Dora some wonderful, reddish-black, lustrous
tulips. You know that only this year have I found within myself the
capacity to notice flowers and take delight in them. I discovered this
suddenly when presented with myriad opportunities to do so. Yesterday,
for example, Lisa® visited me and brought me lilies of the valley. Dora
will have written you about the recent evening, how at first Max and
Guttmann were in the study for an hour while I was talking to Dora in
her room about the Discussion Hall and about Dr. Wyneken, objective
spirit, and religion. At this time, the only thing I am at all sure of is that
Dora has written you about things here. If I were not convinced of this,
but had to think that Franz and Hertha Levin were the only ones writing
you, I would consider it necessary to sit continuously at my desk and tell
you that everything is happening more clearly, simply, and calmly than
you must suspect. At least, that it could be happening that way. And even
Dora is not as calm as I would like her to be. She has slept very little for
many a night now. But she always comes to feel again what is fundamen-
tally right and simple, and therefore I know that we are of one mind,
although I rarely have the time to write (letters Grete and I wrote each
other, in which we passed on your regards, crossed in the mail). Thus
you will also know about Barbizon’s last memorandum, which you will
receive in a week, when I can spare it, so that you can read it until you
have had your fill. In it he first provides a “description” written on April
20th. After that, in a summary occasioned by Dr. Wyneken’s letter and
written on May 12th, after he had once again amassed all the evidence,
he drops his suspicion “from lack of evidence.” He is ready to engage in
any new task with anyone who takes a stand based on Dr. Wyneken’s

letter.3 Before that, in the paragraph preceding the summary, he assures

the reader that he bears me no grudge, that my intentions have been
focused on just one dimension. He now understands this: “namely, in the
most four-dimensional way.” Journalism still allows him to avoid feelings
and thought. Yesterday an unsigned invitation to the Discussion Hall
arrived, once again demanding in sterile and insolent words “purity of
sensual and spiritual instincts” and expecting everyone in the Discussion
Hall to be determined to put his best foot forward. It closes with the
following beautiful sentence instead of with a signature: “Whoever is
there on Saturday will proclaim that he has made this his own cause.”
Herbert, I am very reluctant to write you about all of this because it is
such a confused mess and, through the medium of a letter, you will not
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get a sense of the certainty and the emotions of those individuals who
have liberated themselves, at least not from what I have written here. It
can again be said of Franz that he has lost his head and his heart. T will
talk to him this evening when the council meets. I will ask him whether
he is going to the “communal” Discussion Hall. If he says yes, as I assume
he will—on the basis of a recent brief conversation with me, when he
knew about the memorandum before I did—1I will remind him of the
promise he made to me in my apartment after the Discussion Hall before
the party at Heine’s.* I will demand, without discussing it, that he follow
your lead and mine and not go. If he refuses—well, Dora and I are now
keeping our distance from him because, in the final analysis, he has to
make up his own mind to join us. The last few times we got together, as
infrequent as this was (probably three times in five weeks), it was always
at my request. Dora thinks he is distancing himself from me because it
bothers him that Genia is angry at me—naturally, without cause—and
that she says provocative things about me while he does not defend me
energetically enough. All the same: he ultimately has to do something
that is motivated from within instead of having the motives implanted in
his soul by somebody else’s arguments. Have you ever considered this
possibility? Of using Lisa to educate Franz? Yesterday she almost seemed
to me to be strong and able enough to do it. Although everything had
confused her and she understood little, she told me that she had not gone
to the Discussion Hall on Saturday, and that she would #oz have spoken
to me because she felt that it was also possible for a skeptic (actually, only
for a skeptic) to go to that Discussion Hall, that it does not demand
resolve and faith as we do. And I was happy to be able to say to her:
Lisa, force yourself not to think about it anymore. In this matter, to arrive
at results you must not think. You have to know what the results are.
Thinking is allowed only for the purpose of preventing others from think-
ing, of directing them to the fact that this whole question appears difficult
and uncertain only because it touches on assumptions, but to know the
assumptions is the concern only of those who are aware. The concern of
the others, however, is the faith and strength of will not to think on their
own (because assumptions are not deducible and are unconscious to those
who are unaware), but to obey or—if you are unable to trust to that
cxtent—to stand apart, like Molkentin, but not to judge. And here it is
always those who are uncertain who want to judge, to mediate. [Fritz]
Strauf} and Franz. Or ultimately: to struggle through to awareness. This
is the minimum, the least quality of a leader. Not everyone will do it.
Had there been one among us who had never thought, he would be the
most visible.? After that I was able to read some poems by Holderlin with

her, and her departure was as peaceful as her arrival had been agitated.
Two days before that, she had already tried to get Franz not to go to the
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Discussion Hall on Saturday. But Franz had given a vague response. Out
of our group, only Guttmann and Cohrs,® who came from Gottingen to
spend a few days at Heinle’s, might go to the Discussion Hall on Saturday.
Guttmann will make a few closing remarks: we are not strong enough to
clear up the stubborn confusion of these people; he will also repeat what
I said to Lisa yesterday, and then leave. But it is not yet certain: someone
else may also speak. There is no sense at all in all of us going back again.
Just imagine, it was Lisa’s idea that Guttmann had to speak!

Today I am taking the Dansel out of your library and I also hope to
find Rilke’s Book of Hours [Stundenbuch] there. If not, would you be so
kind as to send it to me. Before that I am going to the Graphisches
Kabinett. T recently bought a very beautiful reproduction of a Rodin
watercolor there for 1 mark. How often have I turned to the graphic arts
in my efforts to put together a still-life for Grete! I bet I am going to be
lucky and find something very beautiful. Of course the Rodin is splendid,
but it does not go with the book and cigarettes. When I thought about
this book, given the range of choice, I had such a quiet, superior, and
vibrant notion of a book—but, for once, I had no intention of buying
such an expensive book, and it was almost too obvious a choice anyway.
Then the card came—it was listed. Now the only choice left is between
the two editions, Miiller’s and Bardt’s.” Now that I am familiar with both
of them, I will unhesitatingly choose the one by Miiller, a facsimile edition
of the first German edition, much more substantial than Bardt’s larger,
wider volume, which has widely spaced lines and is printed on pure white
paper. Both use the translation of the first edition. Therefore, I still need
a drawing to go with Miiller’s edition. This afternoon I plan to look at
reproductions of old drawings.

I have moved into the room with the balcony, which is next to the
room I had before. It is more livable and has a good desk, which unfortu-
nately has a long mirror hanging over it, so that you cannot look up when
you are writing. It could be draped or gotten rid of, but for the time
being I am not doing anything about it because I just do not have the
time. Journal articles, short novellas, a George volume, a Balzac, and

- readings from Fichte’s Deduzierter Plan einer in Berlin zu evvichtenden

hihern Lehranstalt, his courageous commemorative essay on the founding
of the University of Berlin. This is what I am reading at great intervals.
It seems a lot—yet 1t is actually very little. I am reading Fichte’s essay
because I may want to quote something from it if T am attacked today in
the council.® It is very closely related to various ideas in my speech. The
speech that you, by the way, will probably receive only in a few weeks
when T have had the opportunity to make a legible copy. The council
meeting today may be very stormy and interesting. You will soon get a
report on it from Dora, since she and Max are coming too.
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In Weimar® I will not give my talk as a formal address to the congress
but as part of the congress, because people want to discuss it. Fichte will
be of use in this regard, and so will Nietzsche: concerning the future of
our educational institutions. In June, I will finally be in Munich.!® Yester-
day I wrote Grete: my relationship to her is the only creative thing in this
unbelievably disrupted period of activity. At the moment, she is the only
person who sees and comprehends me in my totality. If I were not con-
scious of this, I could hardly bear the ineffectuality of these days. It does
not allow for continuity in any serious activity and leaves no human rela-
tionship totally free of the compulsion to discuss and conciliate. This
became clear to me only yesterday evening, when Cohrs, Suse Behrend,!!
Heinle, I, and later Guttmann, were together in a café. Thus, the best
thing for me still is working on the Halm with Max and Dora. And
receiving a letter from you, from an existence that, due to both its remote-
ness and its immediacy, outweighs our still restless existence a hundred-
fold. We hear nothing about Willi [Wolfradt], except through Grete, with
whom he often speaks.

I have been asked to shower you with all the greetings you so extrava-
gantly distribute in Berlin.

. Yours, Walter

1. See letter 22.

2. Lisa Bergmann, who later married Max Pollack.

3. Barbizon’s description has been preserved.

4. The social-democrat Wolfgang Heine, a member of parliament, who supported the
Free German Youth Movement and the Free Students.

5. The concept of “leadership” in the new youth movement played a significant role in
the Free German Youth Movement, particularly in the circle around Wyneken.

6. Ferdinand Cohrs, at that time a student of theology. ,

7. Probably one of the Sterne volumes in the books of the Thelem Abbey in Georg
Miiller, Yoricks empfindsame Reise (Munich, 1910); J. Bard edition (Berlin, 1910).

8. The advisory council of the Free Students.

9. At the congress of Free Students in June 1914, in which WB participated as president
of the Berlin Free Students. See letters 33 and 34.

10. Grete Radt was studying in Munich at the time.

11. Died of influenza in 1918. A close friend of Wolf Heinle.

33. To Ernst Schoen

May 23, 1914
14 Joachimsthaler St.

Dear Mr. Schoen, ‘
Thank you very much for your letter. I would like to respond to what
you said about the Free Students. At the moment it is not a matter of
civilizing the uncultured mass, but rather of defending the purity of the
place where otherwise the worst things take place. Lectures are being
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given to small audiences that include very few students. These students,
however, come back and always listen attentively. In the outside world
people are silent, thus showing a certain degree of respect. Basically what
we can do is cultivate this respect and the rather modest tone of the
lectures, create a cultured kind of meeting. The intended outcome is that
vulgarity and bad manners will in the future be less at home in the commu-
nity of Free Students. And that vulgarity and bad manners will be forced
to avoid this circle as a treacherous place that is difficult to comprehend
and where people engage in strangely serious endeavors. It is already
apparent that this outcome can be achieved. I have never experienced such
a peaceful council meeting as the last one and, in spite of that, principled
discussions of considerable breadth took place. Once the conditions have
been created to make it possible, the question of how the creative fulfill-
ment of this place can be brought about depends entirely on the produc-
tive individuals who enter its orbit. Until now there have indeed been
pupils, but few teachers. If it is absolutely necessary, I have no choice but
to allow myself to be nominated again next semester, so that I can locate
someone to succeed me (from among our friends at the gymnasium who
are taking the university entrance exam) who will create a ready following
for the productive individuals in the Free Students. The only issue is to
create a group that acknowledges the leader’s moral strength and receives
its spirituality from the productive individual by following him. This can
come about as a result of the smallest and quietest beginnings and is,
moreover, a screen shielded from enmity (if not the crudest kind) by a
highly cosseted invisibility; and thus it will come to pass. The same thing
Heinle and T succeeded in creating in Freiburg for some people and, not
least of all, for ourselves—that is to say, an educational community—is
being started in Berlin. All of this leads to the concept of the academy,
which—it seems to me—can nowadays be made productive only in this
way. We will slowly succeed in attracting productive individuals, and the
leadership will then be able to limit itself to organizational matters instead
of having to be dynamically active, as it is now. Your friend is already
giving me tremendous support by his very presence at lectures and such.
The presidium must be highly visible and, so to speak, omnipresent.

At the meeting of the Free Students in Weimar I will be giving a talk
on “the new university”: I will present a utopian university, such as would
be necessitated by a new middle school—in this way it can be made
intelligible. In truth, of course, what is at issue is the creation of a new
university out of itself, out of the spirit. In Weimar, discussion in an
uncomprehending and unprepared group will become chaotic, cowardly,
and blurred, like all initiatives that nowadays reach the horrid public.
There was no intrinsic reason to expect the unheard-of from the members
of the Free German Youth Movement, but it is nonetheless awful that
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things have taken such an ignominious turn. You know that the group
has officially separated from Wyneken (to say nothing of their separation
from Der Anfang and the Discussion Halls). Wyneken will finally open
his school in Triberg—as far as I know, in October. His years of inactivity
as an educator have done him extraordinary harm. I became aware of this
by seeing how unequal he is to the demanding forms being assumed by
the movement in Berlin; surely unequal to the movement’s strongest,
boldest, and most dangerous expenditure of energy being achieved here.
The establishment, or better, the facilitating of a community of young
people that is only internally and intrinsically grounded, and not at all
politically, has already filled everyone here with the greatest suspense for
more than a quarter of a year. Given all of this and precisely because of
it, I believe that the most serious of all things is being accomplished
here, perhaps the only serious thing. Would you please read Schule und
Jugendkultur or reread it if you have read it before. And please consider
whether something other than perverse motivation is not concealed in the
“objective spirit.” I at least, as well as some of my friends, am moving
farther and farther away from the image of education Wyneken presents
there. It is becoming clear to me that he was—and may still be—a great
educator and, given the nature of our time, a very great one. His theory
continues to lag far behind his vision.

Thank you for returning the book.! I am now lucky to have the oppor-
tunity of being able to work through it with friends of mine, a married
couple. To that end, I am learning how to read music and everything else
except how to play the piano, because I still can’t find the time for that.
I would also like to thank you very much for offering to make my manu-
script? more generally available to others. Mr. Cohn?® has just passed it
on. Its publication is presenting me with terrible problems. I am having
trouble coming up with an appropriate outlet, and am not sure that Rob-
ert Musil will accept it for the Wiener Rundschau. -

The semester is as unsatisfying as ever, but I am makmg up for this in
more remote fields than you: with Stefan George and, as far as I can
manage it, with Balzac. He of course should be devoured at a single
sitting, but I am forced to read him piecemeal. Martin Buber has written
a book, called Daniel, which is irksome because it is not well thought out.

Will you be going away over Pentecost? I am going on a walking tour
and then from Weimar I will travel to Munich for another week.

With my kindest regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin
1. By August Halm.

2. The reference is probably to Metaphysik der Jugend. '
3. Alfred Cohn (died 1954), later the spouse of Grete Radt; a schoolmate of WB.
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34. To Ermnst Schoen
Berlin
June 22, 1914
Dear Mr. Schoen,

I have not yet thanked you for your letter. It was the first and most
welcome of those I received in Weimar. Let me thank you now. From
your friend’s reports, you will have some notion of how much pleasure I
take nowadays in every word of support. Nothing has affected me as
much in years as the solid malevolence of this gathering. There was no
lack of intelligent individuals from Berlin. But the people who had the
votes were for the most part the kind you would usually avoid. Here they
were much in demand. I committed the folly of giving a talk to them on
the subject of the new university. The talk presupposed a certain degree
of decency and a certain spiritual orientation (instead of hitting the audi-
ence over the head with this to the point of unconsciousness). This was
a huge mistake and made it possible for imbeciles to come to a so-called
agreement with me concerning the most basic questions. I wanted to end
my talk with the verses from your letter, had I not unexpectedly found
myself in the full swing of my concluding remarks. Nonetheless, I may
add them to the conclusion of the written version of the talk, which I
will put together during the long vacation.! After being brutally voted
down on a daily basis, the only result is the elevated but lonely stance
that our Free Students assume—when showing their face to the outside
world—and the respectful awe of the others. There is a lot of secret
discontent. The (spiritual) leader of the opposition is personally and mate-
rially uncultured. (He declared me “morally immature” during a polite
discussion in a café.) The prospects of securing Berlin next semester are
quite good. Of course, I still don’t know for sure whether I will be here.
I suppose there is no question of your spending the winter here?— After
the meeting, I went to Munich and found out that the Munich Youth
Movement and Free Students—the only ones who went along with us in
Weimar—were in the same wretched state. :
‘ June 23

(I will probably have to continue writing this letter in bits and “pieces ™
because my time is so fragmented.) The Free Students have some good
evenings coming up, such as today’s discussion with Buber about his
Daniel, and at a later time lectures by Ludwig Klages? and Prof. Breysig.

I visited Klages in Munich and found him forthcoming and polite.—As
you can imagine, I yearn for the vacation and I will flee as soon as possible
at the end of July. Therefore it is questionable whether I will be able to
welcome you here soon after your arrival as I had hoped. Since beginning
this letrer, the Berlin chaos (of the “Youth Movement” and the Free
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Students all in one) has begun to stir again, after having been subdued
with difficulty and a sense of resignation, and after I had just begun to
recover somewhat from this in Munich. Someone I know personally
stormed into a gathering that was discussing Buber’s book. In a loud
voice, he insulted a gentleman who is close to me and did not leave the
room, so that the meeting had to be suspended and relocated. This kind
of thing is naturally intolerable, but if you are fairly sure of your inten-
tions, you are safe from such things. But on the same day I received one
of the most gratifying testimonials I could expect at this time—namely,
a letter from a young Viennese who did not know me personally. Much
has reached him from Berlin (maybe even my silence in the Anfang), with
the result that he is asking to correspond with me, appealing to the fact
that we are both somewhat removed from the mainstream of the Youth
Movement. It is nice to see that a young person in a faraway city can
make out the harmony amid all the noise and has been reached by silence
(which, in the final analysis, is one of the clearest means of communica-

- tion). His name is Arno Bronner* and at the age of ten he wrote a play,
Das Recht anf Jugend, which is very courageous and shows talent. I have
read it in manuscript.

I will spend the long vacation alone in some remote cabin in the
woods, in order to find both peace and work at the same time, i.e. leisure.
I am in need of both after the way life has been here, sometimes hellish
and, in any case, never leaving me the time to become immersed in any-
thing. I apologize for communicating more complaints than anything
else; but since I am so confident that you will understand all good inten-
tions, nothing is left for me, if I am to give you an accurate picture of
my life here, but to list the bare facts. I owe 2 lot to your friend’s presence,
not only for his practical assistance, but even more for the encouragement
resulting from his very presence.

Most sincere regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. In fact, WB placed George’s verses to Hofmannsthal from Das Jabr der Seele at the
end of his essay “Das Leben der Studenten” [Students’ life], which appeared in the Nexe
Merkur (September 1915) and in Kurt Hiller’s collection Das Ziel.

2. Klages’s lecture took place in mid-June. See H. Schréder, Klages Biggraphie 2:602.

3. Kurt Breysig (1866~1940).

4. The author who later became known by the name of Arnolt Bronnen (1895-1955).

35. To Herbert Belmore
July 67, 1914, after midnight
I want to write you, dear Herbert. Why just now? when it is so late?
and I am quite tired? Perhaps because I just noticed that the Kurfiirsten-
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damm exists by night, with cafés, but I am seldom in them. Or perhaps
because in the next few days I will again have things to do? I have whiled
away the entire evening; I was thinking of vacation. I am looking forward
to—I can even say, eagerly—a time in which to work. My series' needs
to be completed, and I then intend to begin to set down what I am able
to grasp of the nature of education. All of this will happen in the solitude
of some small place; in Bornholm or the Alps, maybe the Dolomites.
Because if I do not go to Bornholm with my mother and sister, I will
first spend eight days visiting Grete in Munich and then probably go to
the Dolomites with her. She plans to go hiking there with her brother,?
while I rest.—While thinking about this, the Kurfiirstendamm slipped
my mind. I was in the Café des Westens to meet some acquaintances, and
I waited for a long time but they did not show up. That did not bother
me because my thoughts are inclined to come home to roost and can
therefore always be left to themselves. (This however does not mean that
I was comfortable and had cozy thoughts. Rather, I am scrupulously
aware of the weeks coming up.) I was reading a Jewish journal. Then
Else Lasker-Schiiler saw me and invited me to join her at her table; I sat
there between two young people for fifteen minutes without saying a
word. There was a lot of crazy joking around, which Mrs. Lasker greatly
enjoyed. She knows me as a result of a one-hour conversation we recently
had partly due to chance. In company, she is shallow and sick—hysteri-
cal. Robert Jent[z]sch® went by, [Georg] Heym’s friend whom I know
slightly. I said hello to him and spoke two words about books I have to
lend him. He is a most polite and reticent person. His politeness is very
precious. He recently said to me, “The book, which you had the kind-
ness the book, you most kindly lent me . . .” He prefaces the simplest
things with “I would neither be competent nor do I feel called upon to
pass judgment on it . . .” He seems highly educated. He conducts himself
in a refined and sympathetic manner. You sense he is a precise thinker. I
know he is studying mathematics. He is by nature absolutely fastidious
about matters of form. I have rarely spoken alone with him. He spends
a lot of time with Heinle. Do you know that once again I am not making
any progress in my studies? You can imagine. Occasionally I learn some-
thing from Heinle for example, when he talks about Platen. I am reading
George a lot; I am reading Kleist’s prose with great care; and not long
ago a drama by Lenz. Sometimes I learn something about Munch or the
splendid Karl Hofer from one of Scheflier’s essays. I have been to exhibi-
tions: van Gogh, Heckel, Schmidt-Rottluff, and intend to take in the
Sezession. Perhaps the only thing in which I have made progress at this
time has been my appreciation of the fine arts. I sat with Grete for an
hour in front of a Marées (in front of a picture) and could see a lot in it.

(..__,—_—-«L
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The university simply is not the place to study. You are in a position to
judge to what extent my being president is at fault. I have not been totally
unsuccessful as president, but I have served under almost painful and
adverse conditions. And then everything justifiably seems so infinitely
trivial to me when, at the Free Students Festival, Wolf Heinle* stands
next to me wearing his Wickersdorf cap and his imperious, serious expres-
sion, and says only a few words about the people meeting there-—to me,
because I am the person responsible. It was the day before yesterday—a
festival good enough to be judged—and judged to be pitiful. Far above
other free student festivals, ennobled by the presence of beautiful people,
but still self-conscious and ugly, like all festivals—except for Wolfgang
Heine’s unforgettable one.® To me it had pleasant associations because of

Wolf Heinle, Wieland Herzfeld[¢]® (to whom I spoke for the first time

and who told me a lot of profound things about myself), and because of
the unexpectedly nice time spent with Carla Seligson. I will be here in
winter, perhaps holding the same office, from which I will resign the
moment I see that it will not let me have any more time for myself than
I do now. I do not know to what extent I would be conscious of this
semester’s being agonizingly crammed with wasted time, unfocused activ-
ity, and tormenting human experiences, if my consciousness were not, so
to speak, suppressed by my days in Munich and comforted by the promise
of creativity to come. I am unable to write you any more about these
days. The good things here are Grete’s letters, my correspondence with
Ernst Schoen, some hours spent with my books, very infrequent conversa-
tions with Heinle, the summer weather during which it is possible to
knock around on your own. Things are good enough for me to remain
basically quite healthy, to preserve myself and to keep the most painful
events inside myself until your return, which I do not wish to forestall
but wish to bring about by sending you my most sincere regards. Wishing
you sunshine and someone, another person or yourself, who will preserve
your manly serenity for you, something I experienced so late and so
happily.

Walter

1. Metapbysik der Jugend, which was never completed.

2. Fritz Radt.

3. The mathematician and poet whose poems were published in avant-garde journals of
the time. His personality left a lasting mark on WB.

4. Friedrich C. Heinle’s younger brother, in whose fate WB took an active interest until
his untimely death in 1923. He wrote poems and dramas to which WB at times devoted a
great deal of attention.

5. WB wrote a detailed report about this festival, which has not been preserved.

6. Herzfelde (born 1896), later founded Malik Verlag.
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36. To Herbert Belmore

. [July 17, 1914]
Dear Herbert,

What does it mean that I am unable to write you a letter, to communi-
cate anything to you about what life is like here? There is only one way
I can do it—Dby not writing about this place, but only talking about Grete.
But how impossible even that is! You saw the real me when I mutely
accompanied you on your walks. My silence is now the only thing by
which my friends recognize me. My girlfriend gets to hear the little I have
to say about my daily existence—and everything else, after all, comes
down to one thing. I experienced my silence as nuanced—but still the
one underlying rhythm reaches even those who are far away, Franz and
Dora. And everything comes together in the single melody of the weeks
that I now anticipate. If only a rigorous life were possible for me here, as
it is for you.

I am molded by the incomprehensible love of people. I cannot tell you
anything about Grete: innermost silence can find no words. You know
me well enough to know what and who I am confronted with. But you
may no longer think of me as a single person, and it is as if I had only
now been born into a divine age, to come into my own. And the soul of
three other women gets to me in a strange way. I know I am nothing,
but that I exist in God’s world.

Haven’t we taken a step on the same path without being visible to
each other. I sensed all of this from the few lines you wrote in the most
recent Anfang. 1 am going to ask Barbizon if he will let me write a lead
article: T will call it “My Farewell.” T want to make people ashamed of
this publication and ask that it be allowed to disappear. For nothing living
any longer blooms in the great swamp of the ACS, the Marburg congress,
FG, [illegible]. Recently it was possible to read these words in Der An-
fang: “the new self-respect.”

Come and help me here during the winter—since I plan to continue
working for the Free Students. I do it sincerely, but without being able
to predict its ultimate “success.” This work allows me only enough time
to read second-rate stuff: a book on the lofty Charlotte von Kalb,! Bliiher,
philosophical essays.

Grete gave me wonderful presents: an orchid, an expensive dark tie
that goes very well with the orchid, a book with blank pages that she had
bound, Die deutschen Stilisten, and a volume of Schifer’s anecdotes. The
gifts were accompanied by the most splendid letter. My parents replaced
the things I had lost: a canteen and a walking stick. In addition, some
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large and beautiful portfolios, and Homer, the Greek-German edition,
the first half of the Odyssey. I received the collection of Ttalian early Renais-
sance paintings published by Diederichs.

For the first time in many years, perhaps in more than a decade, I was
in Berlin on July 15th. As it turned out, I went to the botanical gardens
out of pure joy and there discovered summer as I had previously experi-
enced it in the Black Forest or the Engadine. I had not discovered it so
far this year—unless you count the heavy, humid nights.

Herbert, thank you for your good wishes. A falcon has taken flight.

Walter

1. Ida Boy-Ed, Charlotte von Kalb (Jena, 1912).

37. To Ernst Schoen
Grunewald
[October 25, 1914]
Dear Mr. Ernst Schoen,

I would like to tell you, courageous person that you are, what I discov-
ered today (for the umpteenth time), each time with ever greater horror.
In exchange for which, you must set irony aside in order to find pain as
pure form, to the extent that we are capable of this. We have exchanged
some letters about this, and it seems to me they require relentless determi-
nation. Of course we all nourish an awareness of the fact that our radical-
ism was too much a gesture, and that a harder, purer, more invisible
radicalism should become axiomatic for us.

In the only way I acknowledge as living, you have discovered within
yourself that it is impossible for you to go to school, before we even
broached the topic. And it has also become impossible for you to follow
the prescribed plan and walk into the swamp that the university of
today is.

The only salient point—which you know more deeply because you
have never experienced it the way I have—is that this umiversity is capable
even of poisoning our turn to the spirit. On the other hand, this is the
only salient point: that I made the decision to run the gauntlet of the
and saw the shrill brutality with which scholars

from each other, but envy each other; and how ultimately, they inge-
niously and pedantically corrupt the self-respect of those who are in the
process of becoming, by turning their self-respect into fear of those who
have already become something, of those who have matured early, and
of those who are already spoiled. The naked accounting I made of my
shyness, fear, ambition, and more important of my indifference, coldness,
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and lack of education, terrified and horrified me. Not a single one of them
distinguishes himself by tolerating the community of the others. I know
only one scholar! in the entire university, and he is vindicated (perhaps)
only for having come so far by his utter seclusion and contempt for such
things. No one is equal to this situation, and I understand the total inevita-
bility of your decision; you must eliminate from your own life any possi-

" bility of having to face this situation, because the sight of such vulgarity
: is unspeakably humiliating.

“Oh, if only all of them were great men and I could address them
familiarly; it is becoming difficult for me to learn from others.” From my
friend’s notebook.?

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. The reference is to Kurt Breysig.
2. Heinle had taken his own life at the beginning of August.

38. To Ernst Schoen
[January 1915]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

I am very happy to be able to sincerely reciprocate what you wrote me
some weeks ago. At the same time, please accept my apology for your
having had to wait in vain for Jula Cohn' last Sunday. I hope to get
together with you at the beginning of February, since by that time I will
have completed a gratifying study on fantasy and color.? You know, you
can find some fine things on this subject in Baudelaire.

Regards and best wishes.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. A dose friend of WB and Ernst Schoen; the sister of Alfred Cohn.
2. Does not seem to be preserved.

39. To Gustav Wyneken
[Berlin)
[March 9, 1915)
Dear Doctor Wyneken,

With these lines T am totally and unconditionally disassociating myself
from you. I ask you to accept them as the final proof of my loyalty, and
as that alone. Loyalty—because it would be totally impossible for me to
say a single word to the person who wrote those lines about the war and
youth,! yet I do want to speak to you. I am well aware of never having
been able to tell you freely that you were the first person to introduce me
to the life of the spirit. Twice in my life, I have stood before someone
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who pointed the way to a spiritual existence; two teachers have brought
me along, and one of them is you. As spokesman for a small number of
your disciples—and not of those closest to you—I wanted to address a
few words to you in Breslau in October 1913. At the last minute, the
servility of some of those disciples prevented this from taking place. The
words I had thought of saying are as follows:
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40. To Herbert Belmore
{April 1915]
Dear Herbert,
I have just returned from a visit to Alfred Steinfeld’s parents. Their son
died at his parents’ home on April 6th, of a kidney infection he caught
while serving in the army medical corps. As I was leaving, his mother

took me into his room, which—perhaps in keeping with Jewish custom—
had been left completely untouched, so that I thought I could see the
impression of his body on the unmade bed. His uniform and cap lay on

{ “This age does not have a single form that allows those of us who are
' silent to express ourselves. We, however, feel oppressed by this lack of
| expression. We reject facile, irresponsible writing.

“We who are gathered together here believe that future generations
will come to speak your name. Life has no room for this awareness. Yet
it should make room for it for a minute’s time. We call you the bearer of
an idea, and that is how we expressed it to the outside world; it is true.
But as the chosen ones, we experienced something altogether different in
this era. We experienced that even the spirit, entirely on its own and
unconditionally, constrains the living; that the person transcends the per-
sonal; we were given to learn what leadership is. We have experienced
that there is pure spirituality among people. Something has become true
for us that is endlessly more remote for almost everybody else.”

Experiencing this truth made it possible for us to speak these words.
I must embrace you in spite of yourself, as the most rigorous lover of this
living youth, which is how I still envisage you. You once said about boys
and girls: “The memory that they were once comrades in humanity’s
holiest work, that together they once gazed ‘into the Eidorzhann Valley,’
into the world of ideas—this memory will constitute the strongest coun-
terweight to the social battle of the sexes. This battle has always existed,
but in our time it threatens to burst into bright flames and to endanger
the assets humanity has been appointed to guard. Now, when they are
young, when they may still be human in the noble sense of the word,
they should just once have seen humanity realized. The actual significance
of coeducation is to allow them this irreplaceable experience.”

fewpia within you has been blinded. You have committed the awful,
horrible treason against the women whom your disciples love. Finally,
you have sacrificed young people to the state, which had taken everything
from you. The young, however, belong only to those with vision who
love them and the 4dea in them above all. The idea has slipped out of
your erring hands and will continue to suffer unspeakably. The legacy 1

| now wrest from you is that of living with the idea.
Walter Benjamin

1. “Jugend und Krieg” (1914).

an armchair. I believe he died just as his spirit once again confidently took
courage; the last time I saw him, months ago, he had already gained
ground. I do not know whether you remember him as vividly as I do, as
someone who lived as a very noble, yet very undeveloped person in a
state of promising sorrow. He endured the few days of his terrible illness
in such a way that his parents suspected its nature only when it was already
too late. I am unable—not because I have thought about it but because
I have seen it—to think of anybody unhappier than they, since I have
never known a couple whose life together was so dependent on their only
son for its light and blossoming. Therefore, I urge you! to write a few
kind words to them.

Walter

1. Belmore was in Switzerland.

41. To Gerhard Scholem
Berlin
October 27, 1915
Dear Mr. Scholem,

In the final days before my departure, I was unfortunately so pressed
for time that I was unable to look you up. I wish you well in the coming
weeks. At my last army physical, I was given a year’s deferment and, in
spite of having little hope that the war will be over in a year, I am planning
to be able to work in peace, at least for a few months, in Munich. As
soon as I have a permanent address, I will write you and, at that time,
hope to receive favorable news concerning the progress of your affairs.

Until then,
Yours, Walter Benjamin
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42. To Gerhard Scholem
Munich

December 14, 1915
Dear Mr. Scholem, ~

I did in fact assume you were in the military and, under these circum-
stances, did not want to address a letter to you at random. As it is, your
news has made me very happy. Given the orderly, busy, and relatively
cloistered life I am leading, I do not have much to report from here. 'm
not coming to Berlin over Christmas. For some time to come, I intend
to interrupt my stay here only briefly and to devote a solid stretch of time
to my work. Another factor is that here—away from my hometown—I
have finally found the place I needed. [. . .]

I look forward to hearing from you soon. Once I do, you will again

hear from me. Regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

43. To Herbert Belmore
Seeshaupt

March 25, 1916
Dear Herbert, ,

Since finishing the Hélderlin study' and the “Regenbogen” [Rain-
bow], I have begun several new essays, but have not even half completed
any of them. This has to do with the magnitude of the subjects that
concern me: organic nature, medicine, and ethics. But I definitely would
not want to send you any of the things I wrote in the past. I no longer
have any confidence in their form and, as important as they are for me in
many ways, I would prefer not to speak to you through them. Rather, I
believe—even if the European situation were to become more ghastly—
that we cannot act other than as two neighbors in a storm who continue
to wait for the moment when they are able to go outside the gates and
greet each other personally. Nothing I could send you can convey the
eagerness of my anticipation. Therefore I have to wait until I can leave
Germany to come to you.” I am fine.

I sincerely return Carla’s and your regards.
Walter

1. In Schriften 2:375-~400 (written in the fall and winter of 1914). “Regenbogen” has
been lost.

2. Belmore was in Geneva from the beginning of 1915. WB and Dora Pollack visited
him there in the spring of 1915. When they saw each other again in Zurich in July 1917,
they became permanently estranged.
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44. To Martin Buber
Munich
4 Konigin St.
[May 1916]
My most esteemed Mr. Buber:

The problem of the Jewish spirit is one of the most important and
persistent objects of my thinking. Your flattering offer,! for which I must
thank you, affords me the possibility of giving expression to my thoughts.
Yet only in a conversation could I expect the most essential prerequisite
to be met, i.e. freeing these thoughts from their larger contexts and defin-
ing specific points of departure. Only this could settle the question of our
collaboration and the form it would take. For this reason, I would like to
ask for an opportunity to talk about this, should you be coming to Munich
in the next month, or should I manage a visit to Berlin at Christmas—
unfortunately, however, this is very uncertain.

' Most respectfully yours, Waiter Benjamin

1. To collaborate on Buber’s journal, Der Jude.

45. To Martin Buber
Munich
July 1916
My most esteemed Doctor Buber:

I had to wait until T had a conversation with Mr. Gerhard Scholem!
before making up my mind about my basic attitude toward your journal,
Der Jude. After this conversation, I was in a position to decide whether I
could possibly contribute to it. Because, in view of how intensely I dis-
agreed with so many of the contributions to the first volume—especially
their position on the European war—my awareness that, in reality, my
attitude toward this journal was and could be no other than my attitude
toward all politically engaged writing was obscured. The beginning of
the war finally and decisively revealed this to me. Moreover, I understand
the concept of “politics” in its broadest sense, in which it is now consis-
tently used. Before going on, let me say that I am fully aware that the
following thoughts are still inchoate and that, where their formulation
might sound apodictic, the reason is that what is foremost in my mind is
their fundamental relevance to and necessity for my own practical be-
havior.

The opinion is widespread, and prevails almost everywhere as axiom-
atic, that writing can influence the moral world and human behavior, in
that it places the motives behind actions at our disposal. In this sense,
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therefore, language is only one means of more or less suggestively laying
the groundwork for the motives that determine the person’s actions in his
heart of hearts. What is characteristic about this view is that it completely
I fails to consider a relationship between language and action in which the
«+ former would not be the instrument of the latter. This relationship would
hold equally for an impotent language, degraded to pure instrument, and
for writing that is a pitiful, weak action and whose origin does not reside
within itself, but in some kind of sayable and expressible motives. On the
other hand, these motives can be discussed; others can be juxtaposed to
them, and thus the action is (fundamentally) placed at the end as the
result of an arithmetic process, tested from all sides. Every action that
derives from the expansive tendency to string words together seems terri-
1 “ble to me, and even more catastrophlc where the entire relatronshrp be-
W tween word and deed is, to an ever-increasing degree, ga1n1ng ground as
j; a mechanism for the realization of the true absolute, as is the case among
- US NOW.
1 Tcanunderstand writing as such as poetic, prophetic, objective in terms
tof its effect, but in any case only as magical, that is as un-mediated. Every
salutary effect, indeed every effect not inherently devastating, that any
writing may have resides in its (the word’s, language’s) mystery. In how-
ever many forms language may prove to be effective, it will not be so
through the transmission of content, but rather through the purest disclo-
sure of its dignity and its nature. And if I disregard other effective forms
here—aside from poetry and prophecy—it repeatedly seems to me that

ous form given_ to us to be effective wrthrn language and to that e extent
through it. This climination of the ineffable seems to me to coincide
precisely with what is actually the objective and dispassionate manner of
writing, and to intimate the relationship between knowledge and action
| precisely within linguistic magic. My concept of objective and, at the same
‘time, highly political style and writing is this: to awaken interest in what
gfwas,denied to the word; only where this sphere of speechlessness reveals
Hitself in unutterably pure power can the magic spark leap between the
word and the motivating deed, where the unity of these two equally real
entities resides. Only the intensive aiming of words into the core of intrin-
sic silence is truly effective, I do not believe that there is any place where
the word would be more distant from the divine than in “real” action.
Thus, too, it is incapable of leading into the divine in any way other
than through itself and its own purlty Understood as an instrument, it
proliferates. potiiocation Colhic gy, e bad bt )
For a ]ournal the language of the poets, of the prophets, or even of
those in power does not come into question. Neither do song, psalm,
and imperative, which, on the other hand, may have totally different
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relatronshlps to the ineffable and may be the source of an entirely different

magic. The only thing at issue is objective writing. Whether a journal will
achieve it cannot be humanly foreseen, and probably not many journalsi' -+

have done so. But I am thinking of the Anthenacum. I am just as incapable

S S

of composing writing designed to have an effect as I am of understanding
it. (Intrinsically, my essay in Das Ziel> was entirely in keeping with the
sense of what I have said above, but that was very hard to tell since it
appeared in what was a most inappropriate outlet.) In any case, I will
learn from what is said in Der Jude. And just as my inability to say some-
thing clear on the question of Judaism at this point coincides with the
journal’s inchoate stage, there is nothing to prevent us from hoping that
there may yet be a more favorable coincidence in the stages of our devel-
opment.

I may be able to come to Heidelberg at the end of the summer. I
would then be very happy to attempt to enliven through conversation
what, at this point, I have been able to express so imperfectly. And, from
that vantage point, it might even be possible to say something about
Judaism. I do not believe that my way of thinking is un-Jewish in this

Most respectfully,
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Scholem was with WB from June 16 to 18.
2. “Das Leben der Studenten.”

46. To Gerhard Scholem
Munich
November 11, 1916

Dear Mr. Scholem,

I am very grateful that you supplied me with the information so
quickly. A week ago I began a letter to you that ended up being cighteen
{pages long. It was my attempt to answer in context some of the not
 inconsiderable number of questions you had put to me. In the meantime,
1T felt compelled to recast it as a short essay, so that I could formulate the

1 f\l

' subject more precisely. I am now producing a fair copy of it. In this essay,

| it was not possible for me to go into mathematics and language, i.e.

mathematrcs and thought, mathematics and Zion, because my thoughts

| on this infinitely difficult topic are still quite far from having taken final
{ shape. Otherwise, however, I do attempt to come to terms with the nature
of language in this essay and—to the extent I understand it—in its imma-
nent relationship to Judaism and in reference to the first chapters of Gene-
sis. I await your judgment on these thoughts, certain that T will benefit
from it. I can’t send you the essay for a while yet—it is impossible to say
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when—maybe in a week, and maybe even later than that; as I said, it is
not completely finished. From the title, “On Language as Such and on
the Language of Man” [“Uber Sprache iiberhaupt und iiber die Sprache
des Menschen”],! you will note a certain systematic intent, which, how-
ever, also makes completely clear for me the fragmentary nature of its
ideas, because I am still unable to touch on many points. In particular,
the consideration of mathematics from the point of view of a theory of
language which is ulnmately, of course, most important to me, is of a
completely fundamental 31gn1ﬁcance for the theory of language as such,
even though I am not yet in a position to attempt such a consideration.
I would like to let you know explicitly that the Neunzehn Briefs,? as
well as the translation of the essay by Zeitlin® (what does schechinnah
mean?), are always very welcome, precisely in view of my current project.
Could you take the trouble of writing the German translation next to the
most important Hebrew words in the Hirsch book? I assume that there
are only a few of them, otherwise I would not ask you to do it. In the
last issue of the Reich, there is a seemingly well-informed essay by Hans
Ludwig Held: “Uber Golem und Schem: Eine Untersuchung zur he-
briischen Mythologie” (part 1). I have the issue (and thus can send you
the essay); I bought it because of something else in it (which I have, of
course, already cut out and bound separately): it contains the first printing
of an apparently very late Hélderlin manuscript*—in terms of its content,
it is absolutely powerful, like everything Holderlin wrote in his later years.
In the last issue of Kant-studien, Mr. Zilsel includes an advertisement
for his own book. An essay (originally held as a lecture when he received
" the venia legendi in Frciburgs) on “Das Problem der historischen Zeit”

has appeared in the last or next to last issue of the Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie

und philosophische Kritik, and documents precisely how this subject should
" mot be treated. An awful piece of work, which you might, however, want
. ' to glance at, if only to confirm my suspicion, i.e. that not only what the

“ author says about historical time (and which I am able to judge) is non-

sense, but that his statements on mechanical time are, as I suspect, also
- askew.

My Mexican professor® has not yet announced his courses and, for
some reason, does not seem to be giving any courses. Because of my
current project, I have not been able to finish reading Kierkegaard, but
have gotten only halfway through. How did things turn out with your
mathematics course?’

Regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. In Schriften 2:401-19.
2. Samson Raphael Hirsch, Neunzehn Briefe siber Judentum, a famous book that appeared
in 1836.

{
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3. The reference is to Scholem’ unpublished translation of a Hebrew essay on the

presence of God in the world, which appeared in 1911 and was seen as significant at the ¢ . =

time. It was written by Hillel Zeitlin, a Hassidic journalist.

4. Das Reich 1 (1916), pp. 305ff. The reference is to the Pindar Fragmente (subsequently
called Untrene der Weisheit after the first fragment), which were presumably written around
1803. Norbert von Hellingrath had already published these annotated translations in 1910
(Hilderlins Pindar-Ubertragungen).

5. Martin Heidegger’s inaugural lecture on July 27, 1915.

6. Walter Lehmann, whose course on Aztec mythology WB attended.

7. Scholem was the only student in Schottky’s four-hour lecture course.

47. ‘'To Herbert Belmore
[Late 1916]

- Dear Herbert,

I am very happy you wrote me.

But your letter takes the form of an objective report and thus passes
over some profound assumptions that my answer must make regarding
both of us. If this were not necessary, my answer would not be what it
is: an ardent challenge to the kind of objectivity you simultaneously de-
mand and practice.

It has been my experience that it is not bridges and flying that help
you get through the night, but only the fraternal step. We are in the
middle of the night. I once tried to combat it with words (Thomas
Mann had published his abject Gedanken im Kriege). At that time I learned
that whoever fights against the night must move its deepest darkness to
deliver up s light and that words are only a way station in this major life

,( struggle: and they can be the final station only where they are never the
first.

I can just see myself sitting on my suitcase in Geneva, with Dora and
you in the room, as I advocate the idea that productivity, in every sense,
must be supported (but criticism, as well) and that life must be sought

jin the spirit solely with all names, words and signs. For years, Holderlin’s

{light has shone down on me out of this night.

It is all too great to criticize.! It is all the night that bears the light, it
is the bleeding body of the spirit. It is also all too small to criticize, not
there at all: the dark, total darkness itself—even dignity alone—the gaze
of anyone who attempts to contemplate it will grow dim. Inasmuch as
the word appears to us on our path, we will prepare the purest and holiest
place for it: however, it should dwell among us. We want to preserve it
in the final, most precious form we are able to give it; art truth justice:
perhaps everything will be taken out of our hands, and it should then at
least be form: not criticism. To criticize is the concern of the outermost
periphery of the circle of light around the head of every person, not the

. ]
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concern of language. Wherever we encounter it, it means work for us.
Language resides only in what is positive, and completely in whatever
strives for the most fervent unity with life; which does not maintain the
pretense of criticism, of the ypuwv of discriminating between good and
bad; but transposes everything critical to the inside, transposes the crisis

into the heart of language.
True criticism does not attack its object: it is like a chemical substance

(¢ that attacks another only in the sense that, decomposing it, it exposes its
. linner nature, but does not destroy it. The chemical substance that attacks

! spiritual things in this way (diathetically) is the light. This does not appear

it in language.

Criticism of spiritual things is to distinguish between the genuine and
the nongenuine. This, however, is not the concern of language, or only
deeply disguised: as humor. Only in humor can language be critical. The
particular critical magic then appears, so that the counterfeit substance

.~ comes into contact with the light; it disintegrates. The genuine remains:

it is ash. We laugh about it. The rays of anyone who beams excessively will
also tackle those heavenly unmaskings we call criticism. It was precisely the
great critics who amazingly saw what was genuine: Cervantes.

A great author who saw what was genuine in such a way that he could
barely engage in criticism anymore: Sterne. Reverence for words does
not a critic make. Reverence for his subject in the presence of what is
unpretentiously genuine: Lichtenberg. This is the way, if criticism 1s to
become explicit or take linguistic form. This is solely the concern of great

individuals. The concept is being misused: Lessing was no critic.
Sincere regards,

SR Walter

Do you want to read any of my work? I have written the following
essays:

Das Gliick des antiken Menschen [The good fortune of the people of
antiquity]
Socrates
~ Trauerspiel und Tragédie [Trauerspiel and tragedy]
© Die Bedeutung der Sprache in Trauerspiel und Tragédie [The significance
~ of language in Trauerspiel and tragedy]
* On Language as Such and on the Langunage of Man?

1. The relationship of what follows to the train of thought in letter 45 to Buber is clear.
2. These essays are all preserved, in part only in manuscript form.
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48. To Ernst Schoen

Berlin
: February 27, 1917
Dear Mr. Schoen,

Thank you very much for your last letter. I continue to hope you will
soon come to Berlin. When you do, I will return the book by Jammes
you lent me. I found the Roman du ligvre, as well as the two stories about
the young girls, splendid. Are you familiar with Jammes’s books of poems?
If you think they are good and happen to have them, I would appreciate
your lending them to me sometime. I have known and valued Existences
for a long time, and recently bought it for myself. At the moment I am
busy reading Flaubert: Bouvart [sic] et Pécuchet. As far as I know, this is
in every sense Flauberts most difficult work. A few weeks ago I read
Dostoyevsky’s tremendous novel The Idiot.

[ 'am working on my Baudelaire translation to the extent I can, given
my currently very restricted circumstances. I am also giving a lot of
thought to a more extensive study I began four months ago and am
yearning to continue.! I keep suffering from attacks of sciatica.

My existence is so limited that I am unable to tell you anything more
about it in writing. Yet I would be sorry if these lines were to make it
seem I was In even worse shape than is actually the case. The worst thing
is that T am staying with my parents while my future wife? is here, and
have to endure daily quarrels.

Have you read that Norbert von Hellingrath® died in the war? T had
wanted to give him my Hoélderlin study to read when he returned. The
way Hellingrath framed the subject in his work on the Pindar translation
was the external motivation for my study. Incidentally, he intended to
write a comprehensive book on Hélderlin.

Among the few consistently gratifying things is a correspondence [
have conducted almost without interruption for more than a year with
someone who is several years younger than I am,* and who is stationed
at a military hospital, which provides him with the opportunity to think
and write. I visited him once in the spring of last year. Correspondence
is the only possible form of expression for many things, due to its different
premises which, to a certain degree, always allow and vouchsafe the
writer’s suffering and pathos.

Given your situation, there is nothing better I could wish than for my
letters to give you frequent pleasure, and for this one to please you as
much as possible too.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. The essay on language.
2. Dora Pollack. The wedding took place on April 17, 1917.
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3. The publisher of Georg Miiller’s Holderlin edition, whom WB valued very highly.
4. Werner Kraft, at that time in Hannover.

49. To Gerhard Scholem
Dachau
May 23,1917
Dear Mr. Scholem,

I had barely found the time and opportunity to write you when, all at \

once, a reason to write clearly presented itself. Namely, the collected works
of Baader, for which I have been searching for a long time, arrived this

L morning and because now, of course, I hope to devote myseif to my

studies with some intensity, I want everything that goes together lined
up side by side. This is the only way I can work. And Baader and Molitor!
go together so well that one of the very first things by Baader I read were
two important letters he wrote to Molitor which, among other things,
have something important and fine to say about schechinnah. So, how do
~ things stand with the copy you were going to inquire about for me. If
. you have it, would you please send it to me immediately, and let me know
how much it cost so I can pay you back by return mail. If not, I will try
to find it at the Munich university library. But if this also proves futile, I
may decide to ask you to send me your copy on loan by registered mail—if
you can spare it. I would do this only if my work makes this research
something I cannot do without and if I am unable to get the book in any
other way. From time to time, you should be getting excerpts from Baader
commenting on the schechinnah and maybe some other things as well.

For a few days now, our address has been Dachau bei Miinchen, Moor-
bad and Kuranstalt. It is summer; we have a nice room with a loggia
overlooking the verdant garden; and since we are on the second floor, we
can occasionally even see the Alps. The food and care is good, but my
sciatica nonetheless persists.

I am reading a lot of Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis. In the case of
Schlegel, it is becoming ever clearer to me how he is probably the only one
of all the romantics (we can surely leave his brother out of consideration in
this regard) who has contributed to this school’s spiritual development
without being constitutionally weak and murky. He is poetically pure,
healthy, and indolent. However, a germ of sickness is at the very core of
Novalis and Brentano. I still hope to show precisely the nature of Novalis’s
sickness.

. The mathematical theory of truth®>—or better, its development—is ev-
¢ erywhere in good hands. After more than a year, I spoke with my friend
(the genius)® in Munich who, in the meantime, has gotten his doctorate

s .

summa cum laude from Erlangen. He is working on the same problem -
as you are—even if not explicitly from the perspective of Zionism. I had

the most significant of all conversations with him about the mathematical
theory of truth and how this discipline revealed itself in Europe for the
first time among the Pythagoreans. However, I have not yet conceptually
penetrated these matters sufficiently to be able to communicate them in
the form of a letter. This is also true of some related matters that were
laid out for me in that conversation and are most astonishingly bold.

In Munich I bought Kanf’s correspondence and Scheerbart’s lunar
novel, Die grofie Revolution, at a used bookstore.-——How are you? Please
let us know soon. We often think of you and the better we feel, the more
we hope the same for you. As far as Lugano is concerned, we are once
again waiting for precise instructions from you—as well as for your

- mother’s address.

Best wishes. We hope to hear from you soon.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Molitor was the author of the most important earlier study of the Kabbalah, Philaso-
phie der Geschichte oder iiber die Tradition (1827-53). It could still be obtained through the
publisher in 1916.

2. This expression came from Scholem, who used the term for his mathematical-
philosophical speculations.

3. WB consistently uses this designation for Felix Noeggerath (1886-1961), with
whom he had a lot of contact during the year he spent in Munich, 191516, and after
1925.

50. To Gerhard Scholem
[June 1917]
Dear Mr. Scholem, '
Without exactly having been conscious of this, there is no doubt that
I have always considered a revision of your translation of the Song of

¥ % % Solomon probable (because it was necessary), and I also expected the

printed text—TI have it with me—to become important to me in evaluat-
ing any future new text. I am therefore very willing to take on the critical
task you are offering me and I am sure to learn a lot by doing it. Please
send me the manuscript as soon as possible.—The Molitor arrived and
the money for it will be in the mail today. Since it is being mailed by my
wife, who will be in Munich until the day after tomorrow, I am not sure
whether she will think of including the 1 mark for postage. In case she
doesn’t, I will compensate you for it immediately. I was very happy to
have the book: like the Baader, it is sure to become rare, valued, and even
expensive in keeping with the current trend. Am I right in assuming that
it has not progressed beyond the first part of the fourth volume? Please
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tell me the subject of the second volume, just to get an overview of its
general direction.! Baader certainly has a lot to do with romanticism and
was thus a major influence on Schelling, one that Schelling concealed. I,

for one, was referred to Baader by the author of the essay you mcntlon,2
a young doctor and poet and someone who is also interested in philoso-
phy. I spoke with him at a seminar in Munich and not infrequently else-
where in Munich. I am familiar with an essay he wrote about Baader, but
do not know whether it is the one you mentioned. The dignity of Dr.
Pulver’s philosophical views is still very problematical for me. He submit-
ted a quite confused dissertation on romantic irony and romantic comedy,
although it received superb marks. For the first time, I am happily steeping
myself in the study of romanticism. Studying Kant, which in some ways
would be of paramount importance, must be put off and wait for a more
propitious time, because I can deal with him (as well as [Hermann] Cohen
who, by the way, is said to be seriously ill) only in the broadest context,
which thus requires large chunks of time. To begin with, I will turn my
attention to early romanticism, primarily Friedrich Schlegel, then Novalis,

August Wilhelm, even Tieck, and later, if possible, Schleiermacher. I will

i\proceed by arranging some Friedrich Schlegel—hke fragments accordmg

to their systematic basic ideas; this is a pr0]cct I have been thmkmg about
for a long time. It is of course purely interpretative and it remains to be
seen what objective value it will have. The limits of this study are also
narrowly defined by the limited number of fragments that can be inter-
preted in terms of the system. But I am indebted to this project for almost
everything I understand of early romanticism to date. In addition, I am
compiling some corresponding Novalis fragments. The result was more
meager than you would have supposed, considering the huge number of
Novalis fragments (including the posthumous ones). The core of carl rly
| romanticism is religion and history. Its infinite profundity and beauty in

comparison to 4l late romanticism derives from the fact that the early

romantics did not appeal to religious and historical facts for the i intimate
- bond between these two spheres, but rather tried to produce i in their own

i thought and life the hlgher sphere in which both sphercs had to coincide.

S n
- i

The result was not “religion” but that armosphere in which everything
that was without religion and that was ostensibly religion, burned and

disintegrated into ashes. Just as the same kind of quiet disintegration of

Christianity was apparent to Friedrich Schlegel, not because he disputed
its dogmatism, but because its morality was not romantic: i.e., it was

ineither quiet nor vivacious enough, because to him it seemed to be turbu-

“lent, masculine (in the broadest sense), and in the final analysis unhistori-
-cal. These words cannot be found in his works. They are an interpretation.

But romanticism must be interpreted (with circumspection). Friedrich
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Schlegel lived in the ethereal fire of this atmosphere longer than any other
person, above all Jonger than Novalis, who tried to realize out of his
practical, in its profound sense, or better pragmatic genius what Schlegel
made inescapable. For indeed, romanticism is the last movement that kept
tradition alive one more time. Its efforts, premature for that age and
sphere, aimed at the insanely orgiastic disclosure of all secret sources of
the tradition that was to overflow without deviation into all of humanity.

In one sense, whose profundity would first have to be made clear,

4

©

romanticism seeks to accomplish for religion what Kant accomplished for *

\{ 'theoretical subjects: to reveal its form. But does ‘religion have a form?? In '

any case, under history early romanticism _imagined something analogous
to_this.

I will write about Novalis’s “germ of sickness” another time. I am still /-
giving it some thought. Because of the great difficulties the sub]ect poses

for me, I am unable to communicate anything about the genius’s research

in a letter. [ . . . ] The theses on identity will soon follow.>—The geniuss
dissertation has not yet been published. A small section that I know from
having seen the manuscript is quite plainly extremely significant.

You can probably get the volume by Baader, in which I found the
passage on schechinnah, in the library: references to it are scattered
throughout the book and would be tedious to excerpt. Furthermore, I
believe that his view may be close to the truth. See the Collected Works,
published by F. Hoffmann, vol. 4, pp. 343— -349. Moreover, the discus-

{flon of time and history, pp. 356—57 in the same essay, is very notewor-
thy. T have not yet understood it. And the concluding paragraph of the
previous essay, p- 340, may also be of interest to you. You would be
doing me a service if you were able to write me something about the
concept of dual creation, in which I am very interested, and with good
cause.

Most sincere regards and good wishes from me and my wife.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

P.S. The remittance (16 marks) is enclosed.

1. The second volume was no longer in print. :

2. Max Pulver. The work mentioned somewhat later on in the letter is his 1912 Freiburg
dissertation.

3. The “Thesen iiber das Identititsproblem™ [Theses on the problem of identity] has
been preserved. It originated in discussions between WB and Scholem at the beginning of
1917.
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51. To Gerhard Scholem
Zurich

July 17, 1917
Dear Mr. Scholem,

Allow me to say a few words about your translation of the Song of
Solomon. I unfortunately do not have the text in front of me now and
could not read it in its entirety during my recent gruelling stay in Dachau:
nevertheless these limitations are less important than my ignorance, not
only of the Song of Solomon, but also of Hebrew. Consequently, what
I say cannot be more than an aperqu, but I think I am on relatively firm
ground in what little I do have to say.

What distinguishes the second from the first! translation is its thorough
and conscientious application of critical methodology; the revision is me-
thodically based, and at the same time it is only methodical. And, if I
might allow myself a conjecture, this is because, in the medium of the
German language, your love for Hebrew can manifest itself only as rever-
ence for the nature of language and the word as such, and thus only in
the application of a proper and pure method. This means that your work
will remain apologetic, however, because its proper sphere does not in-
clude the expression of love and reverence for an object. In principle, it
would not be impossible for two languages to inhabit the same sphere:
on the contrary, this is the foundation of all great translation and is the
basis of the very few great translations in existence. In the spirit of Pindar,

" Holderlin discovered the congruent spheres of German and Greek: his

! love for both became one. (I am not sure, but I think it is almost possible
to accord equally high praise to George’s Dante translation.) Neverthe-
less, you are not as close to German as you are to Hebrew and therefore
you have not been called to be the translator of the Song of Solomon. At
the same time, you can thank your reverential and critical spirit that you
have not become an uncalled-for translator. In the final analysis, I believe
you yourself will benefit more from this work than anyone else.

In the spring Insel catalog, I saw the following entry: Buber, Martin,
Die Lebre, die Rede, und das Lied. This is precisely the linguistic classifica-
tion of modes of expression I made in a letter to him to which he did not
respond. Might his response be concealed behind the title? Perhaps an
indication of approval? Perhaps without indicating the person to whom
this approval is addressed? I will make an effort to support this contention,
at which point you will hear more from me.

We will soon be leaving for the Engadine. Write, soon and often, to
this address until you receive the new one. You are often in our thoughts
and we sincerely wish we could be with you.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Some copies of this translarion were printed in 1916.

R
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52. To Ernst Schoen

St. Morirz
Dear Mr. Schoen, ‘Iuly e

It is a beautiful early morning and the time has come for which I was
waiting to thank you for your letter and the book. The letter reached me
while T was still in Zurich. I read it lying in bed, while next to me on the
night table lay a small, inadequate edition of Maurice de Guérin’s works,
the only one I was able to get a few months ago in Germany. Before I
had even turned a page and read the title of your gift, I knew that it was
Maurice de Guérin’s works. A few days ago I had read Le Centaure. By
the way, do you have any advice on how I might somehow get a look,
even if _only a quick one, at the Rilke translation of this book. As far as I
know, it was published by Insel, but their last catalog no longer has it
listed. The way Guérin penetrates the spirit of the centaur is magnificent;
after I had read it, I opened Holderlin’s powerful fragment, “Das Bclcb2
cpdc” (at the end of Hellingrath’s special edition of the Pindar transla-
tions), and the world of Guérin’s centaurs enters the larger world of
Hoélderlin’s fragments.

We have been here for a week; I found this spot—if I may say so—after
years of struggle, and finally set foot here after the last relationship® ob-
scurely entrapping me with things from the past had died away in Zurich.

I hope to have absorbed the two years before the war as you would a
seed and T hope that everything since then has purified it in my spirit.
When we see each other again, we’ll talk about the Youth Movement,
whos.c preeminence experienced such a total and precipitous decline. Ev-
erything was in decline, except for the little that let me live my life, and
to which I tried to draw close in the last two years, and I find myself
saved here in more than one sense: not for the leisure security maturity
 of life, but in having escaped from the demonic and ghostly influences
{ which are prevalent wherever we tumn, and from raw anarchy, the law-’
| lessness of suffering. ,
_Fpr my birthday I received the works of Gryphius in a beautiful, old \«
cdition. This man’s work is a sign of the great danger threatening us even |
today: the danger of allowing the flame of life, if not to be smothered, {
then to grow hopelessly dim; light makes me circumspect in the spirit of ,
the past years.
T am not yet working; when I can get down to work depends on
crcumstances. If T had a large library at my disposal, I could accomplish
a lot; as things are, I hope in time to assemble my small library, and I
can only hope that I will always be able to work, now that, after so many
years, working once again becomes possible.—I cannot get my essay on
language to you right now. The copy in Germany is inaccessible to me
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at this time.” I dare to hope that, when you do read it, it will have
progressed beyond'the first part. But maybe I can send you brief copies
of my notes from time to time?
That’s all for today. Sincere regards from both me and my wife.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. With Herbert Belmore.
2. Scholem was in the army.

53. To Gerhard Scholem

St. Moritz

Dear Gerhard, [September 1917]

Permit me to combine my commemoration of your battle and victory
with our shift to a first-name basis. In spite of all the pleasure your last
letter.gavc me (and which, as you can see, I am answering right away), I
experienced an almost painful sensation at the thought that we won’t be
together. Is it really impossible? I am convinced that, in a certain respect
in the very circumstances of our existence we have reached an eqmdit):
whos; primary color is no doubt gratitude and. which would hold the
promise of an extremely productive and splendid collaboration. Another
reason I wish we could be together is that my wife and I are totall
1solateq here. Wouldn’t it be possible for you, through some modes}t,
enterprise, to earn a modest amount of money (in francs) which, added
to your monthly income, would guarantee a modest but healthy s;andard
of living? How long would we otherwise have to wait before seeing each
other again? ¢

I am going to Bern on business in a few days. I stll
where I will be studying in the winter. Maybe u}: Zurich; i?ldt(r)tcgggi‘z
crcumstances, however, I might be forced to choose Basel if it should
prove to b_e more advantageous in terms of getting my doctorate. The
extremely liberal Prof. [Karl] Joel is there.—Based on what have heard
about Prqf. Bauch’s conflict with the Kant Society, it seems to be out of
thcj, question for him to do more than transmit some of the minutiae of

phﬂosophical research. You will probably get to hear something about
this conflict from time to time. As far as I know, Linke is not highly
esteemed in phenomenological circles;! but I am indebred to one of his
essays for some information on the nature of phenomenology, or what
he considers it to be. The essay is a polemic against an uncompr’ehending

critique of phenomenology by Elsenhans, and it s ; i
the By Pleno gy by » and 1t 15 in the 1916 issue of
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At the moment, I am not working but only pondering various things
from time to time. This is not the place to do anything else and it was a
good choice to spend these few weeks of summer. The landscape is very
bracing and it steels the spirit. With its healing power, it prevents the
internal solution we have found from being able to convulse us internally
to the point of destruction. I am reading Gryphius’s Cardenio und Celinde
to my wife. In doing so, I am reading it for the second time. It is a very
beautiful play. [ ...]

You may read my essay on the language of Ludwig Strauf} to a group,
if in return, and if at all possible, I can borrow a copy of his work.? I
want you to know that it is very important to me to become familiar with
a study on ethics that you consider to be significant. I can hardly imagine
anything more interesting and important, and for this very reason I would
like to have a verbatim transcription of the work at my disposal for a
while. As far as my work is concerned, I would naturally return the favor
for Ludwig Strauff. Please give him my warmest regards. Total mutual
trust is a prerequisite for such an exchange of manuscripts.—I am order-
ing the latest volume of the Holderlin edition. Unfortunately, I have not
yet seen the George poem? that Mr. Kraft* had also mentioned to me.

September 6
I have received your essay.’ Thank you. It is very good. I would like you
to keep in mind the following observations for any further work you do
on it. You write: “All work whose goal is not to set an example is non-
sense.” “If we wish to be serious: . . . then today, as always, the most
profound way—as well as the only way—to influence the souls of future
generations is: through example.” The concept of example (to say nothing
of that of “influence”) should be totally excluded from the theory of
education. On the one hand, what inheres in the concept of example 1s +
the empirical; on the other hand, the belief in pure power (of suggestion
or something similar). Example would mean showing by doing, that .
something is empirically possible and to spur others on to imitation. The =
life of the educator, however, does not function indirectly, by setting an *
example. Because I must express myself very concisely, I want to try to
elucidate this in terms of instruction. Instruction is education by means
of the theory in its actual sense, and must therefore be at the center of all
ideas about education. The separation of education from instruction is
the symptom of the total confusion in all existing schools. Instruction is
symbolic for all other areas of education, because in all of them the educa-
tor is also the person teaching. You can, of course, designate teaching as
“learning by example,” but you will immediately discover that the concept
of example is being used figuratively. The teacher does not actually teach
in that he “learns before others,” learns in an exemplary way. Rather, his
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learning has evolved into teaching, in part gradually but wholly from
within. Thus, when you say that the teacher sets the “example” for learn-
ing, under the concept of example you conceal what is characteristic and
autonomous in the concept of such learning: that is to say, teaching. At
a certain stage, all things become exemplary in the right person, but they
thereby metamorphose into themselves and are rejuvenated. Seeing this
rejuvenated creative something as it unfolds in human life cycles provides
insight into education. I now hope that you would eliminate the concept
of example from the final version of your essay and that, indeed, you

t would want to preserve it in, and elevate it to, the concept of tradition.

I am convinced that tradition is the medium in which the person who is
learning continually transforms himself into the person who is teaching,
and that this applies to the entire range of education. In the tradition

¢ everyone is an educator and everyone needs to be educated and everything

is education. These relationships are symbolized and synthesized in the
development of the theory. Anyone who has not learned cannot educate,
for he does not recognize the point at which he is alone and where he thus
encompasses the tradition in his own way and makes it communicable by
teaching. Knowledge becomes transmittable only for the person who has
understood his knowledge as something that has been transmitted. He
becomes free in an unprecedented way. The metaphysical origin of a
Talmudic witticism comes to mind here. Theory is like a surging sea, but
the only thing that matters to the wave (understood as a metaphor for
the person) is to surrender itself to its motion in such a way that it crests

. and breaks. This enormous freedom of the breaking wave is education in

its actual sense: instruction—tradition becoming visible and fiee, tradition
emerging precipitously like a wave from living abundance. It is so difficult
to speak about education because its order completely coincides with the
religious order of tradition. To educate is only (in spirit) to enrich the
theory; only the person who has learned can do that: therefore it is impos-
sible for future generations to live other than by learning. Our descendants
come from the spirit of God (human beings); like waves, they rise up out
of the movement of the spirit. Instruction is the only nexus of the free
union of the old with the new generation. The generations are like waves
that roll into each other and send their spray into the air.

Every error in education goes back to the fact that we think our descen-

dants are dependent on #s in some fundamental way. Their dependence

on us is no different from their dependence on God and on the language
in which, for the sake of some kind of community with our children, we
must immerse ourselves. Young men can educate only other young men,
not children. Grown men educate young men.

1917 95

I hope this letter is not too long. I will close with the most sincere
regards from both me and my wife, and I hope to hear from you soon.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Bruno Bauch and Paul Linke taught in Jena, where Scholem studied during the
winter of 1917-18.

2. An outline (handwritten) of an “Ethics.”

3. “Der Krieg.”

4. Wemer Kraft, with whom WB had been conducting a lively correspondence (unfortu-
nately lost) since 1915, primarily about literary matters. Kraft and Scholem, independently
of each other, had become familiar with WB because of the impression made by a discussion
that took place in June 1915 and in which all three, among others, had spoken. The discus-
sion was about a lecture given by Kurt Hiller to academicians.

5. A fundamental critique of the work in Jewish education conducted by the Jewish
Wanderbund, Blau-Weifi. The essay appeared in the league’s publication, Fiihrerzeitung
(Summer 1917).

54. To Ernst Schoen
Bern
September 10, 1917
Dear Mr. Schoen,

I am writing this although I do not have your last letter in front of
me. I am writing you in spite of this because everything in this city
motivates me to do so, and because I am thinking of how the—perhaps
unfortunate—semester you spent here resulted in some nice letters from
you which moved me deeply at the time. [ . . . ] Communication by letter
is inadequate for almost everything. I intend to write only what can be
expressed without violating the truth, and I intend to remain silent when-
ever it is impossible for me to be completely clear in writing.

Yesterday we saw a young musician’ whom I had met several years
ago when he first arrived from Wickersdorf. I knew him as a charming
and quiet boy who, even thén, was completely absorbed in music. I had
hoped that both my wife and I would enjoy this reunion—but what I
found was a young man who (although certainly not ugly) had lost the
singular beauty that had characterized him. He may be unspoiled and
malleable. But let me speak frankly: he had developed a hump. The spiri-
tual impression he made on me was concentrated in this #mage. I later
talked about it with my wife: this hump suddenly seemed to me to be a
characteristic of most modern people who devote themselves to music. It
is as if they are internally deformed; as if they were carrying something
heavy on top of something hollow. This “hump,” and everything con-
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nected to it, is a pe.ticular form of the Socraticism I despise, a form of
the modern, of “beauty in ugliness.” We automatically started talking
about you and how, given your circumstances, your consciousness of not
yet being equal to a total absorption in music does not assume this bitter
and futile shape. Your spine will remain straight because you are able to
renounce and will never by any means express a false exuberance. Aren’t
you conscious of this yourself, and wasn’t this consciousness what sus-
tained you during what was certainly a lengthy crisis?

Free yourself from your most immediate misery.

It now seems to me that your strengths must join the perilous agon.

Bern is a magnificent city even if it may well be impossible to live there
alone. I am still not sure how long we will stay here and where we will
go then. I have to be patient until I once again have a desk and some
work in front of me. But there are a lot of things urgently clammering to
be done.

Here is a poem I wrote.

Upon Seeing the Morning Light
Since a person rises up out of mild madness
How could awakening take its own measure?
The sun’s incoming tide still fills the ear
until its ebb lost itself in the day
And dream that foretold its self forgotten

[ Above all however form will first materialize
’ ifor him who thrusts a hand into the ancestral preserve
+  the refuge of sadness the lofty forest

" In its treetops a light has ripened

gazing tired and cold from the nights

How soon I will be alone in this world

which creating reaches out, my hand holds back

And shuddering feels its own nakedness

Is after all this sphere too small for the heart

Where will he find a place to breathe in keeping with his proper
stature?

Where waking does not part from sleeping
Luminousness makes its appearance, clad like the moon
And yet no brightness threatens him, no mockery

The meadow of man where, dozing, he grazes

No longer suffers in the dream’s old darkness

Wakes in the light of the old sphere: God.
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Sincere regards. Let me know how you are. Many regards from my
wife.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. His name was Heymann.

55. To Gerhard Scholem
Bern
October 22, 1917
Dear Gerhard,

I could reply to your last letters, dated September 20th and September
28th, only after some time had elapsed, so that my reply could reflect at
least somewhat the fact that I had been able to absorb them and thus
continue the discussion. Meanwhile, I have been constantly thinking
about what you wrote—except about your thoughts on Kant. I am unable

to say the same thing about them because they coincide exactly with what
I have thought for the past two years. I have never been more astonished
about the extent to which we agree on things than about what you had
to say about Kant. I could literally claim it as my own. It is therefore
probably unnecessary for me to write you very much about that subject.
Although I still have no proof for this, it is my firm belief that, in keeping
with the spirit of philosophy and thus of doctrine to which it belongs

(that is, if it does not perhaps constitute doctrine in its entirety), there
will never be any question of the Kantian system’s being shaken and

toppled. Rather, the question is much more one of the system S bemg set
in_granite and_universally developed ‘The most _profound typology of
conceiving doctrine has thus far always become clear to me in Kant’s
words and ideas. And no matter how great the number of Kantian minu-
tiae that may have to fade away, his system’s typology must last forever.
{To my knowledge, within the realm of philosophy this typology can only
be compared with Plato’s. Only in the spirit of Kant and Plato and, I
believe, by means of the revision and further development of Kant, can
philosophy become doctrine or, at least, be incorporated in it.

You would be justified in pointing out that “in the spirit of Kant” and
“the typology of conceiving doctrine” are very vague expressions. In fact,
the only thing I see clearly is the task as I have just circumscribed it, that
what is essential in Kant’s thought must be preserved. I still do not know
at this point what this “essential” something consists of and how his
system must be grounded anew for it to emerge clearly. But this is my
conviction: anyone who does not sense in Kant the struggle to concesve
doctrine itself and who therefore does not comprehend him with the ut-
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most reverence, looking on even the least letter as a tradendum to be
transmitted (however much it is necessary to recast him afterwards),
“knows nothing of philosophy. Thus all adverse criticism of his philosophi—
cal style is also pure philistinism and profane glbbcrlsh It is quite true
" that art must be subsumed in great scientific creations (the reverse also
holds true), and thus it is my conviction that Kant’s prose per se represents
a limes of literary prose. Otherwise, would the Critique of Pure Reason
have shaken Kleist to the core? N
I know that I am in agreement with the genius in what I have said
here. I do not have his current address, but could probably find out what
it is. Let me also note the following: I have come to feel most deeply that
an intimate affinity is indispensable for such a profound equivalence in
the image of truth that two individuals carry within themselves. It is also
indispensable for their community in every sense, and specifically in the
sense of the discovery of this truth, because otherwise they cannot go
beyond a candid sharing of information and mutual respect. To the extent
that we have not yet attained this afﬁmty, it is also the most I cquld hope
[ for from my relationship to the genius; our methods of workihg diverge

" at every point except at this most peripheral point of contact in' intuition
which, for the two of us, flows not only from different sources but proba—
bly from antithetical sources; so that we can speak with each other in

. absolute harmony, but will not be able to work with each other that way.
As far as my rclauonshlp to the genius goes, I believe I may already take
that to be a certainty; as I once said to him, German and Jew stand
opposite one another like related extremes. Yet what matters for him and
me would still be a serious attempt to work together should the opportu-
nity present itself, and the same may also hold true for you. After all of
this, I hardly need tell you how much I would expect our being together,
in its deepest sense, to advance our self in knowledge.

- yet whether I will be able to find in the historical Kant the completely
- positive content required in this regard. Whether a doctoral dissertation
will come out of this study in part depends on that. For I have not yet
read the relevant works by Kant. I believe I recognize the ultimate reason
that led me to this topic, as well as much that is apropos and interesting:
| the ultimate metaphysical dignity of a philosophical view that truly intends
' to be canonical will always manifest itself most clearly in its confrontation
“iwith history; in other words, the specific relationship of a philosophy with
the true doctrine will appear most clearly in the philosophy of history; for
this is where the subject of the historical evolution of knowledge for
which doctrine is the catalyst will have to appear. Yet it would not be
entirely out of the question for Kant’s philosophy to be very undeveloped
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in this respect. Based on the silence that reigns over his philosophy of
history, this is what you would have to expect (or its opposite). But I
think that the person who approaches it with proper understanding will
find enough or even more than enough. Otherwise I will find another
area in which to work. The best way to give you some notion of my other
thoughts on this subject would be in conversation.

By all means, please read Barthel’s “Die geometrischen Grundbegriffe”
in the Archiv fiir systematische Philosophie, ed. by L. Stein, new series of
the Philosophische Monatshefte 22(4), November 1916. I have leafed
through the essay and, of course, only partially understood it. You must
grapple with it and write me what there is to it.

At the moment, before I can begin reading Kant, I am reading Har-
nack’s three-volume textbook on the history of dogma. I am at the end
of the first volume. The book is giving me a lot to think about, in that it
enables me for the first time to form an impression of what Christianity
is, and constantly leads me to comparisons with Judaism, for which my
knowledge is totally inadequate, to express it euphemistically. In spite of
that, I have become aware of some specific problems, and to expound
them properly would rcqmrc a separate letter for each one. Let me outline
two in the form of questions: 1) Does Judaism have the concept of faith
in the sense of an adequate attitude toward revelation? 2) In Judaism, is m\;

there somehow a fundamental division and distinction between ]cw1sh(a b
theology, religious doctrine, and the pious Judaism of thc md1v1dual ]cw>
My intuition tells me that the answer to both questions must be no, and ..
both would then constitute very important antitheses to the Christian =

concept of religion. Some other time I will write - about another important

problcm of Christianity that became evident. But apropos this observa-
tion: a principal component of vugar anti-Semitic as well as Zionist ideol-
ogy is that the gentile’s hatred of the Jew is physiologically substantiated
on the basis of instinct and race, since it turns against the physis. This
unconsciously drawn conclusion is false, however, for one of the remark-
able and essential characteristics of hatred is that, whatever basis and
grounds it may have, in its most primitive and intense forms it becomes
hatred for the physical nature of the one who is hated. (The relationship
between hatred and love would also have to be sought in this quarter.)
Thus if in certain cases you can speak of the gentile’s hatred of Jews, this
does not then exempt you from the effort of secking intellectual reasons
for these cases. In this regard, one motive (to begin with, not for the
hatred of Jews and Judaism, but for anger toward them) that must be
considered is the extremely spurious’ and distorted method, now become
historical, in which an acknowledgment of the coming Christian centuries
and peoples was imposed upon the Old Testament by the oldest Christian
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churches and congregations. This was, of course, originally done in the
hope of wresting the Old Testament from the Jews, and without an aware-
ness of historical consequences, since people lived in anticipation of the
imminent end. Because of this, universal and historical enmity of Chris-
tians against Judaism had to be created. As I said, this is only apropos.

Nothing has arrived yet from Ludwig Strauf. Assuming that I will get
a copy of his essay and once I have confirmed this, you may send him a
copy of my essay on language. A second copy can be sent to Mr. Kraft.
You can keep the third and, if you have no other use for it, send the
fourth to me. Otherwise a fifth copy could perhaps be made for me; but
who should then get the fourth?—Unfortunately, dear Gerhard, I do not
know when your birthday is. My wife and I can send you birthday greet-
ings belatedly, prematurely, but never too affectionately. So please let us
know whether the photographs you will receive in the next parcel arrived
prematurely or belatedly. They were taken during the most trying time
in Dachau and were originally meant to be passport photos, but they will
not be used for that purpose. Considering how hard it is to take a picture
of my wife, this one is probably not bad.

This next parcel will also contain the transcription of an essay I wrote,
entitled “Uber die Malerei® [On painting]. It will have to serve as my
response to your letter on cubism, although this letter is hardly mentioned
in my essay.” Actually, it is not an essay at all, but only the outline for
one. Now for some observations on the essay: as I wrote you from St.
Moritz at the time, after I had thought about the nature of graphic art
and had gotten as far as writing down some sentences, which were unfor-
tunately unavailable to me when I was composing the new sentences,
your letter, in combination with my earlier thoughts on the subject, occa-
sioned these new sentences. They were the results of my reflection. Your
letter was the most immediate impetus for the essay, in that it awakened
in me an interest in the unity of all painting in spite of its seemingly
disparate schools. Since (contrary to your assertions) 1 wanted to prove
that a painting by Raphael and a cubist painting as such manifest funda-
mentally congruent characteristics, in addition to those that divide them,
I omitted any consideration of the characteristics dividing them. Instead
I have attempted to discover the foundation on which all disparity could
first of all be brought into relief. You will see how decisively I thus had
to refute your trichotomy of painting into achromatic (linear), chromatic,
and synthetic. From one perspective, the problem of cubism lies in the
possibility of a, not necessarily achromatic, but radically #nchromatic paint-
ing (this distinction of course must first be explained and clarified) in
which linear shapes dominate the picture-—not that cubism has ceased to
be painting and has become graphic art. I have not touched on this prob-
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lem of cubism from this or any other angle because, in one respect, things
have not yet become absolutely clear from looking at concrete examples
of individual paintings or masters. The only one among the new painters
who has touched me in this sense is Klee but, on the other hand, I was
still too uncertain about the fundamentals of painting to progress from
this profound emotion to theory. I believe I will get there later. Of the
modern painters Klee, Kandinsky, and Chagall, Klee is the only one who
seems to have obvious connections to cubism. Yet, as far as I can judge,
he is probably not a cubist. However indispensable these concepts are for
an overview of painting and its foundation, a single great master does not
become theoretically comprehensible through just one specific concept.
Any painter who, as an individual, can be relatively adequately grasped
within the categories of artistic schools will not be one of the great paint-
ers, because ideas of art (for this is what notions of artistic schools are)
cannot be directly expressed in art without becoming impotent. In fact,
I have so far always received this impression of impotence and inadequacy
while viewing Picasso’s paintings, an impression that, to my delight, you
confirm; certainly not because, as you write, you have no eye for the
purely artistic content of these things, but because, as you also write, you
have an ear for the spiritual message thcy radiate: and artistic content and
spiritual communication are, after all, prec1sely the same thing! As in these
jottings T also allow the problem of painting to flow into the large domain
of language whose dimensions I outhne in my essay on language. —Purely
for the sake of argument, I want to write you that, without even at-
tempting an independent classification of cubism, I consider your charac-
terization of it to be wrong. You consider the quintessence of cubism to be
“the communication of the nature of the space that is the world through
decomposition.” It seems to me that this definition contains an error
concerning the relationship of painting to its sensory subject. In analyti-
cal geometry, I can certainly produce an equation for a two- or three-
dimensional figure in space without consequently overstepping the
bounds of spatial analysis; but in painting I cannot paint Woman with a

Fan (for example)? and [sic] to communicate the nature of space through
decomposition. On the contrary, the communication must under all cir-
cumstances relate entlrely to the Womun with a Fan. On the other hand,
it 1s probable that pamtmg actually has nothing to do with the “nature”
of anything, for then it might collide with philosophy. At this time, I am
not yet able to say anything about the import of the relationship of paint-
ing to its subject; but I believe that the issue here is one neither of imita-
tion nor of the perception of essence. Incidentally, however, you may
infer from these jottings that even I could imagine a profound relationship
between, for example, cubism and church architecture.

Yo
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Might I ask you for two favors? For her birthday, my wife wants
Franz Hartwig’s Mirchenkinigin. The book must have appeared in the
last twenty to forty years of the last century. If a bookstore in Jena can
get it, please order it for me. Also please order Stefan George’s “Krieg”
if by chance you do not own it or are unable to lend it to me. If it is very
short, you can just copy it for me. I have to believe everything you say
about it, unfortunately, but would nonetheless like to see it once with my
own eyes.

I will write some other time about what I wrote to Mr. Kraft on
Judaism a year ago. [ . . . ] Please do not take it amiss that I was not able
to deal directly with what you had to say on cubism, but approached it
from another angle—and that I was basically inspired to jot down these
thoughts. This is in the nature of things; you had paintings in front of
you, and I had your words.

I continue to hope for a joyful reunion,

Yours, Walter

After November 1, our address will be 25 Haller St.

1. The word might be verlegene (confused), but the reading verlggene (spurious) better
“corresponds both to the context and to WB’s use of language.

2. The reference was to a few pages with the title of “Zeichen und Mal” [Sign and
mark], which are preserved among WB’s papers.

3. This Picasso painting had been shown in the Berlin exhibition of the Sturm in the
sammer of 1917 and provided the impetus for Scholem’s observations.

56. To Gerhard Scholem!
December 3, 1917
Since receiving your letter, I often feel solemn. It is as if I had entered a
festive season and I must venerate revelation in what was disclosed to
you.? For it is surely the case that what came to you, you alone, was
meant just for you and reentered our life for a moment. I have entered a
new phase of my life because what detached me with astronomical speed
4 from everybody and pushed even my most intimate relationships, except
| for my marriage, into the background, now emerges uncxpectedly some-
i place else and binds me.
- I do not want to write you any more today even though this is meant
to be your birthday letter.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. The letter has no salutation.
2. Scholem had seen the manuscript of the essay on Dostoyevsky’s Idiot (Schriften 2:
127-31) and interpreted it as an esoteric comment on Friedrich Heinle.

i
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57. To Gerhard Scholem
[December 7, 1917]
Dear Gerhard,

Your letter of November 2, 1917, arrived only this morning, on De-
cember 7th, “delayed because it was over two quarto sheets long.” It
would be best if you split such long letters or at least send them special
delivery. The first page of this letter was written yesterday and I am now
going to append the shorter answers I can give in response to your letter.
But as far as the question requiring the longest answer is concerned, i.e.,
How can I /ive given the nature of my attitude to the Kantian system?,
well, I am constantly working to make this life possible through insight
into epistemology and, given all my zeal, I must have patience for the
immense task this signifies for people who think like us. What I have
written thus far is so sketchy that I cannot send it to you without having
done a somewhat better job of justifying it. I will tell you just as soon as
a certain stage has been reached. After all, my hope to really know and
communicate these things someday rests not least of all on my conviction
that I will b¢ able to work with you. It was very painful to me that you
misunderstood the part of my next to last letter that referred to this: I
meant the precise opposite. When my wife read the letter, she explicitly
drew my attention to the ambiguity of that passage; I seem to recall that
I believed the possibility of misunderstanding had been climinated by
underlining a specific word in the passage. Please read it once more: it
goes without saying that you are not at all at fault for the misunder-
standing, but you will find that the passage was somehow ambiguous;
and this is precisely what I meant: that the relationship that exists between
us is totally positive and entirely different from the one between me and
the genius. I mentioned him because, at the time, you had just inquired
about him. From this misunderstanding more than from anything else,
you can see to what extent correspondence is an inadequate substitute for
being together.

As far as I am concerned, our discussion about Kant must continue to
be postponed. Yet two points you make in your letter seem credible to
me. In fact, one of them is a certainty: namely, it is necessary to begin by

Sbeing concerned with the letter of Kantian philosophy. Kantian terminol-

ogy is probably the only philosophical terminology that iz s entivety did
lnot only arise but was created. It is precisely the study of this terminology
that leads to a realization of its extraordinary potency. In any case, it is
possible to learn a lot by expanding and defining immanently the terminol-
ogy as such. In this regard, I recently came upon a topic that might have
something in it for me as a dissertation: the concept of the “eternal task™
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in Kant (what do you think?). Second, however, is that, having given
some thought to it, I have become more familiar with the other point
you make in your letter, i.e. that under certain circumstances it is necessary
to be a completely independent thinker when it comes to your own
thought, above all when ultimate questions are at issue. In any case, there
are certain questions, like those related to the philosophy of history, that
are central for us, but about which we can learn something decisive from
Kant only after we have posed them anew for ourselves.

At the moment, I cannot delve any further into the abundant content
of your letter without being supetficial, because I would like to mail this
letter. I hope we will soon be corresponding across a shorter distance,
and this letter may already reach you by the new route. No doubt, we
can have a real exchange of ideas about the Torah and the history of
philosophy only when we are together again. I recently told my wife
something about the decline of Christian concepts in exactly the same
terms you refer to it. I have had to take a break from my reading of the
history of dogma. This is such a voluminous work and requires so much
concentration that you should carefully consider whether or not to read
- it, since you cannot just interrupt your reading, but have to keep going
to the end.—It is very nice of you to let me know about Bauch; again
there is some clarity about a philosopher, and it is as good as if I had
studied in Jena. I shouldn’t wonder that my answer to your question
concerning Mr. Kraft’s work will now arrive somewhat belatedly.! These
essays—as you have certaintly recognized and as I expressed it to him in
appropriate terms—are the pure spawn of his desperate state and as such
neither can, in the external sense, nor may, in the internal sense, be pub-
lished. I wrote the following to Kraft without receiving a clear answer:
Rudolf Borchardt knows him, and is certainly not without influence in
the matter at hand. Borchardt must do something for him because, if
Borchardt is indebted to anybody of this generation, it is to Kraft. He
should be indebted to him out of affection, just as he is indebted to him
out of obligation.

I urgently request your paper on symbolic logic.

[...]

Best wishes, and please do not be angry at me for having had to pass
over so much in silence.
Yours, Walter

1. Werner Kraft, who was a medic in Hannover at the time, had visited Scholem in
Jena.
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58. To Gerhard Scholem
[ca. December 23, 1917
Dear Gerhard,

Due to its abundance, our correspondence is assuming baroque pro-
portions and now, when indeed a letter like the one you mailed on No-
vember 19, 1917, arrives out of sequence due to its length (it got to us
only in mid-December), I am almost at a loss as to how to treat the
many different and quite important subjects without being superficial and
without omitting the most essential ones. Let me begin with what comes
easiest to me and express my most sincere gratitude for the care with
which you see to my requests. I don’t believe you have any notion of the
pleasure that the arrival of the fourth volume of Holderlin’s collected
works provided me. I had been waiting for it so long and so eagerly (you
see, I had ordered the collected works in August (!) at a bookstore).
Because of my excitement, I was almost incapable of doing anything else
the entire day. I am now eagerly awaiting the sixth volume. After reading
the Reich fragments, I must presume the sixth volume is also inordinately
valuable. Another factor is that, at the moment, I need the broadest base
imaginable for coming to terms with Hélderlin. It would be wonderful
to talk about this in person. The George has been here for quite some
time.! Please accept my apologies for having forgotten to express my
gratitude and to acknowledge its receipt for such a long time. I do have
something to say about these verses. What? I have already said it to Mr.
Kraft and written the same thing in another letter to Mr. Gutkind,? and
would not wish to repeat myself.

[...]

As far as Kant’s history of philosophy is concerned, my exaggerated
expectations have met with disappointment as a result of having read both
of the main works that deal specifically with this (Ideas for a Universal
History . . . [Ideen zu einer Geschichte] and Perpetual Peace [Zum ewigen
Frieden]). This is unpleasant for me, especially in view of my plans for a
dissertation topic, but in these two works by Kant I find no essential
connection at all to works on the philosophy of history with which we
are most familiar. Actually, I can perceive only a purely critical attitude
toward them. Kant is less concerned with history than with certain histori-
cal constellations of ethical interest. And what’s more, it is precisely the
ethical side of history that is represented as inadequate for special consider-
ation, and the postulate of a scientific mode of observation and method
is posited (introduction to Ideas for a Universal History). I would be very
interested in knowing whether you have a different opinion. I find Kant’s
thoughts entirely inappropriate as the starting point for, or as the actual
subject of, an independent treatise. What did you and Miss [Toni] Halle
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have to say about this during your conversation?® I can only continue to
regret, for the sake of the new plan I have for a dissertation, that you are
not here. The plan would at least provide subject matter for the most
illuminating conversations. The question can be put something like this:
What does it mean to say that science is an eternal task? As soon as you
look at it more closely, this sentence is more profound and philosophical
than might be believed at first glance. You only had to become clear in
your own mind that the subject is an “eternal task™ and not a “solution
that requires an eternally long time,” and that the first concept in no
way can or may be transformed into the second.—Some time ago I read
Simmel’s Das Problem dev historischen Zeit,* an extremely wretched con-
coction that goes through contortions of reasoning, incomprehensibly
uttering the silliest things.

Regarding the question of the problem of identity there is no doubt
that we could make real progress only in conversation. I therefore do not
attribute any absolute certainty to the following sentences. Nevertheless,
the question appears to me as follows: I would deny that there can be
identity in thinking, whether identity of one particular “object” of think-
ing or of one particular instance of “what is thought,” because I dispute
that any “thinking” is the correlate of truth. The truth 4 “thinkish” (I
have to coin this word because none is available to me). “Thinking” as
an absolute may somehow be only an abstraction of the truth. The asser-
tion of identity in thinking would be the absolute tautology. The illusion
of “thinking” arises only through tautologies. No more than the truth s
thought, does it think. In my opinion, “z equals 4” characterizes the
identity of what is thought or, to express it better (in the only correct
way), of truth itself. At the same time, this proposition designates no
other identity than that of what is thought. The identity of the object,
assuming there were such a thing in absolute terms, would have another
form (forms of imperfect identities which, perfected, turn into one form
of the type “a equals 4”). By concrete object, I understand everything that
is not the truth itself and is not concept. For example, the concept is a
concrete object. The concept of the concept is an abstract one. This in
fact probably leads to the eidos doctrine. Apropos: as far as I know,
Linke’s reputation is not very great in the rigorously phenomenological
school; this of course does not mean anything. I also read Husserl’s logos
essay several years ago; just as, at that time, I read Linke’s dispute with
Elsenhans in Kant-Studien, after which I seized the opportunity to write
my essay on concept and essence as a corrective to it. If I remember
correctly, you know this essay.®

[...]

I recently received another letter from Werner Kraft. It was very de-
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pressing not only in view of the actual suffering it expressed, but also in
view of the decline of his inzernal power of resistance which, I fear, came
Ffuqugh. Have you once again made it clear to him most urgently that it
is his duty to himself and to us to approach Borchardt? I do not know
of anything else that would be of help. I do not need to ask you to stand
by him as much as you can. What is sad—although not at all unexpected
In spite of everything you had written—is your latest news. But our trust
In you is unending.

For the first time in years, I have read—not counting the unimportant
Crime of Sylvestre Bonnard [ Le crime Sylvestre Bonnard]—my very first book
by Anatole France, The Revolt of the Angels [La vévolte des anges). 1 found
the book very good and will read more by him. It is profound and seems
to me an indication of his total opus, with which I will attempt to familiar-
1ze myself gradually. He has a profound understanding of history and it
seems to me that, in this regard, he can be truly stimulating. I am also
reading Nietzsche’s unsettling correspondence with Franz Overbeck, the
first authentic biographical record of his T have seen.

All the best from me and my wife.

Yours, Walter

1. “Der Krieg.”
2. Erich Gutkind (1877-1965) in Berlin, a friend of WB and Scholem since 1916;
author of the book Siderische Geburt (Berlin, 1912).

3‘. Toni Halle (née Steinschneider, 1890-1964), a friend of Scholem, was writing a
thesis on Kant at the time.
4. Berlin, 1916.

5. It is preserved in manuscript form.

/
59. To Ernst Schoen

{Locarno]
[December 28, 1917]!
Dear Mr. Schoen,

L received your letter in Bern just a few days before embarking on the
trip that brought me and my wife here for a few weeks. This trip was the
reason for a delay in my response because, in new surroundings, I was
unable to find time to answer immediately. Constant rain now cases the
effect on body and soul of this landscape’s beauty, for which I have
yearned for an eternity. I would have greater difficulty reconciling myself
to these rainy days if they had not finally exhorted me to write you and,
of course, to respond first of all to your letter with a few words. My wife
will later add some words of her own.

What you write is unequaled in its nobility of expression and under-
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standing and it finally illuminates the darkness we are all trying to avoid.
My wife and I are making your words entirely our own, especially in the
sense that we are all confident of being together again sometime in the
future as if for the first time, and are reconciled to understanding this
separation, which will have been painful and inevitable for each of us in
our own way.

Please allow me to tell you how much I rejoice in the thought of being
able to continue this correspondence until we are reunited and can speak
face to face. I inferred from your letter that your living conditions have
become more tolerable, something that pleases me in every sense, since
we are increasingly able to see the relationship between fate and human
nature in those who are close to us.

At this time there may be more to say about my work than ever before
but, to be sure, the more there is to say, the less there is to write. What
I have to say regarding the immediate future is that, if things work out,
I want to get my doctorate in Bern so that the road will have been cleared
for me to do genuine research. Should difficulties arise in this. regard,
however, I will interpret them as a sign that the first thing for me to do
is to bring my own thoughts into order. Connections with the most
far-reaching significance are being revealed to me, and I can say that now,
for the first time, I am forging ahead toward an integration of my thought.
I recall that you seemed to understand me extraordinarily well when, on
the corner of Joachimstaler and Kant streets (we were coming from the
direction of the zoo), I shared with you my desperate reflections on the
linguistic foundations of the categorical imperative. I have tried to develop
further the way of thinking that concerned me then (and the special prob-
lem this posed at the time has not yet been solved for me, even today,
but has been subsumed into a larger context). Thus what is at issue are
problems that I find impossible even to touch on in a letter. The trains
of thought I presented to you at the time in a lecture entitled “Das
Swastika-problem” [The problem of the swastika] also incessantly concern
me. Primarily, for me, questions about the essence of knowledge, justice,
and art are related to the question about the origin of all human intellec-
tual utterances in the essence of language. This is precisely the relationship
that exists between the two subjects preeminent in my thinking. I have
already written a lot about the first train of thought but it is not yet in a
condition to be communicated. Do you happen to know my 1916 essay,
“On Language as Such and on the Language of Man?” If not, for the time
being I can unfortunately let you only borrow it. For me it constitutes
the starting point for a more thorough study of the first of the above
mentioned problems. By the way, I cannot remember what I sent you the
last time, other than the Cenzaure. Please let me know in your next letter.
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Without having read anything of substance by Anatole France before,
I have now read, one right after the other, The Revolt of the Angels, The
Gods Will Have Blood [Les diewx ont soif |, and Penguin Island [L’ile des
pingonins]. In my opinion, his books deserve surprisingly high marks con-
sidering that they always lack that ultimate knowledge which alone is able
to preserve the depth and homogeneity of a work of art. He loses himself
in what is insignificant but, for all that, not without being clearly able to
give a clear accounting of what is significant. Charles-Louis Philippe’s
Marie Donadien. You should, by all means, read this book. There is noth-
ing like it, even by Louis Philippe himself. I think it is simply wonderful—
profound and true. Nonetheless, after having read it only once, I am
unable to form a definitive judgment. Friedrich Nietzsche’s correspon-
dence with Overbeck. Maybe you have already read it, or will certainly
do so soon. And the fourth volume of the Hellingrath Hoélderlin edition
is finally mine. I read a lot of Stifter, an author whose inconspicuous
exterior and apparent harmlessness conceals a great moral as well as a
great aesthetic problem. Which of his works do you know? The only ones

Bnknow that are almost pristinely beautiful are Beyghristall and Die Mappe
eines UrgrofSvaters. Since September I have been reading Harnack’s three-
volume history of dogma, which has provided me with some very valuable
and revealing knowledge; I hope to have finished it soon. I had all sorts
of peripheral things to do for the university: to deal very thoroughly with
Schleiermacher’s sterile psychology, with Bergson, and with Hegel. Hegel
seems to be awful!

This is the third day of rain that has flooded the land. No ray of
sunshine can be seen in a sky that previously had been deep blue and
cloudless. This atmosphere militates against internal expansiveness and
consequently this time you have received a letter that is much too concen-
trated. After all, the distance I have maintained from activity during my
current convalescence does not allow me to concentrate on anything spe-
cific. Best wishes. Please write soon.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. The postmark is not legible. The letter may have been written on February 28, 1918,
and may belong after letter 64.

60. To Gerhard Scholem
Bern
January 13, 1918
Dear Gerhard,
In what I believe was my next to last letter, which reached you quickly,
I included a copy of a brief note entitled “Zeichen und Mal,” which was
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prompted by your observations on cubism and was supposed to provide
some basic principles for a theory of painting. Thus far, you have not
mentioned it and it therefore occurred to me that you had not received
it, although I could not imagine how this might have happened. But if you
have received it, allow me to supplement it with the following important
observation: from a human perspective, the draftsman’s plane is horizon-
tal; that of the painter is vertical.—You should soon receive a copy of my
observations on concept and essence. In return, we are eagerly awaiting
your translation and essay on the Lamentations, and I steadfastly hope
that you still intend to let me know your thoughts on symbolic logic. On
the other hand, for the time being you cannot count on my sending
you the dubious philosophical jottings transcribed by my wife.! Before
I send these off on their long journey, it is imperative that they be well-
founded by considerations that, I admit, concern me intensely at the
present. I cannot, however, predict the date they will be concluded—even
if only in a makeshift way—because of my tota! isolation from anybody
on the same wavelength and from you, Gerhard, the only person I can
name who is. And before they are concluded, I must refrain from giving
you any inkling of them in our letters, because this would not get us
anywhere. Sooner or later I hope to be able to unbosom myself to you.
Let me also note that, for my part, I am discontinuing our written discus-
sion of the problem of identity: in fact, as we both constantly affirm,
progress on this issue can be made only in conversation. These are not
the only things, dear Gerhard, that make it necessary for me to return to
the topic of the internal and spiritual side of the plight of our physical
separation—or rather to broach the topic, in a certain sense, for the first
time. To broach its spiritual, not technical, side.

In spite of the effort I made, I did not understand the sentence in your
last letter in which you assert your claim to a mission. There is no one
there (if T might be allowed to say this: and as far as Werner Kraft is
concerned, I certainly have the right)—there is no one there for whom
you would have to sacrifice yourself. This is simply the way I see the
situation, and this is how it has to be seen. Today, as always, every human
being has nothing but unvarnished spiritual life. How you behave and
where you spend your time cannot be regulated and determined by practi-
cal pros and cons; the ultimate reasons, through which precisely how you
behave and where you spend your time become communicable to your
fellow human beings, reside in symbolic and manifest expression. What
you are trying to express by where you spend your time is beyond me. I
have to reject it. I have to reject it thrice over if you are sacrificing your
means of expression and perhaps your life to a mission about which you
say that it “may” be yours. It may be that I am exaggerating your words;
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I admit that, under some circumstances, it is impossible to talk about this.
That should not prevent me, however, from rejecting what you did in
fact write about this in your last letter. I know you basically agree with
me that, whatever form and force your assistance (your existence) has for
Werner Kraft, it is governed by precisely this existence whose expression
you define from within yourself in every respect.

I share your distrust of Borchardt, in spite of all my appreciation for,
and even enchantment with, parts of his work. For that reason, I am eager
for a resolution of the internal crisis that Borchardt, for his part, 1s sup-
posed to effect in his relationship to Werner Kraft. Of course, neither you
nor I can write,” and there was nothing left for me to do but to impress
upon Kraft as urgently as possible that he should do so.

Because of a postal error, your last letter first went to Bonn. Tvistram
Shandy just arrived; the Yorik hasn’t yet. You will shortly receive 65
marks, which I ask you to apply to the expenses you incurred on my
account. After you get it, please let me know whether I am in the red or
in the black. Is Anatole France still alive?—My dissertation is causing me
horrible difficulty. The entirely hopeless situation of the ‘contemporary
university! My own thoughts have not yet matured. I do not want to
produce any old historical study—even if someone would just offer me
one! And even the only possible thing seems impossible, i.e. writing a
few good, well-grounded pages under the supervision of a university pro-
fessor here. I am writing a paper on Schleiermacher’s Psychologie for a
seminar® (I am losing time trying to establish myself in seminars here).
This work of Schleiermacher’s consists of notes and lectures that are part
of his estate. It has no philosophical basis, and the only negatively interest-
ing thing in it is his theory of language. I love Else-Schiiler’s poem “David
und Jonathan.”* The corresponding poem by Rilke® is—aside from every-
thing else—bad.

We are experiencing very mild spring weather. Have you heard any-
thing from Mr. Gutkind? He still has not responded to a rather long letter
I wrote him.—I am really looking forward to the next installment of your
last letter.

Best wishes from me and my wife.
Yours, Walter

1. This is apparently a reference to “Das Programm der kommenden Philosophie” [Pro-
gram of the coming philosophy], which Scholem published in Zeugnisse (festschrift for
Theodor Adorno, 1963) from a copy belonging to Dora Benjamin that he received after
his arrival in Switzerland.

2. He means “to Rudolf Borchardt.”

3. With Paul Hiberlin.

4. In Hebriische Balladen.
5. In Neue Gedichte.
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61. To Gerhard Scholem
[January 31, 1918]
Dear Gerhard,

It is sad but true that words fail me because of the sheer quantity of
what I ought to say to you. It is becoming harder and harder for me to
write. This time, the cause of my difficulty is the gratitude I must express
and, if it were to be expressed in the way I would like, it could only be
expressed with you actually here. Therefore, I prefer to remain silent and
be quietly content with the happiness your news means to us (my wife
and me). Now to your last letter with its query as to whether I consider
ethics to be possible without metaphysics. It inspired thoughts in me that,
once again, I do not yet consider myself capable of communicating to
you. Even though it is painful, I will deny myself because I still cannot
make up my mind to let go of anything that is much too amorphous.
Rather, I will impose this silence on myself as a spur not to stop thinking
about it until I am at the point where I can write you. There will, there-
fore, be nothing yet on the material reasons for my no. On the other
hand, T think that, methodologically, the answer to this question should
a priori always be no. If I were supposed to give the rational meaning I
would attach to the word metaphysical—a provisional meaning until it is
more closely defined—1I, at least, would say the following: metaphysical
defines that body of knowledge that a priori seeks to understand science
~as a sphere in the absolute divine context of order, whose highest sphere
18 doctrine and whose embodiment and first cause is God. It is also the
knowledge that views the “autonomy” of science as reasonable and possi-
ble only within this context. For me, this is the a priori methodological
basis for deeming ethics, and any other science, without metaphysics, i.e.
outside of this postulated context, to be impossible. At this time, I will
still say nothing about the profound material reasons for my no.

Here 1 am harvesting seminar laurels (laurea communis minor) with
papers on Bergson and on a paragraph of Hegelian phenomenology, and
I am doing this for an end that the means truly do ot justify, and about
whose viability I am not yet even sure. In the very near future, I want to
speak with the professor! about a dissertation. In any case, next semester
I hope to be able to work a bit more in fields that are more to my liking
than those being plowed through at the university right now but which
I just had to participate in once. Maybe I will be able to read Sieben
Biicher zur Geschichte des Platonismus, a critique of Plato from a Chris-
tian viewpoint, by Heinrich von Stein, a professor at the University of
Gottingen who died at a young age in the second half of the last century.
The author is important and the introduction that I read contains some

excellent things. The Hegel I have read, on the other hand, has so far
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tota.le repelled me. If we were to get into his work for just a short time,
I think we would soon arrive at the spiritual physiognomy that peers oﬁt ¥

of it: that of an intellectual brute, a mystic of brute force, the worst sort | *

there is: but a mystic, nonetheless.

It would not be any easier to see me if you came from Freiburg—as
far as I can tell. Yet, to the extent it is possible, you must avoid entering
the zone where you would be in danger of aerial attacks. When is your
mother going? As far as we are concerned, the question? for you, now as
before, is one of tenacity and prudence. We are happy to wait as long as
we—and you—have hope.—I am reading Penguin Island. 1 have recently
added some new things to my library, among others Stefan George’s
translation of the Flowers of Evil [Les flewrs du mal]; Rudolf Borchardet;
Hugo v. Hofmannsthal; Schréder’s Hesperus, an almanac that ought to
be valued for Borchardt’s contributions and detested for Schréder’s;
Bapdclairc’s Spleen [Spleen de Paris); Baudelaire’s Artificial Paradise [Par-
adis artificiels]; Charles-Louis Philippe’s Marie Donadien, an extremely im-
portant novel that I gave my wife for her birthday. If T read Anatole
France,’ sometime later you will have to read two or three novels by
Charles-Louis Philippe (but in French!), and you surely will not come
out the loser in this exchange.—You do have the small philosophical book
containing the theses on identity in your safekeeping, don’t you? What
about “Zeichen und Mal™ Did you get 1t? And the Dostoyevsky? And
the 65 marks?

That’s all for today. In a few months you may be deluged by a flood
of essays that are piling up. No one would be happier about this than I.

Best wishes.
Yours, Walter
P.S. Permit me to add a small picture gallery to the envelope.

1. Richard Herbertz.
2. Of a trip to Switzerland.
3. WB did this after constant urging by Scholem.

62. To Ernst Schoen

[End of 1917 or beginning of 1918]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

Please do not be angry at the lengthy interruption in my correspon-
dence. T want to begin this letter by expressing my hope that you have
fared well and that things have turned out better for you, during the time
of my silence. You were often in our thoughts. We were extremely busy
during this period and therefore I could not write #/s letter any earlier.
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In both your last and next to last letters, you spoke about Jula’s work.!
I am responding to this only now because I see that the continuation of
our correspondence depends on our being clear about this. I certainly
believe that Jula is more or less clear in her own mind that, regardless of
all acrempts we ( Jula, my wife, and I) have made to establish a harmonious
and well-founded relationship with each other, were in vain [sic]. I believe
that Jula is basically no less clear than we are that none of the three of us
has truly lost anything by the unraveling of this relationship, as it has
taken place in the mutual silence that has lasted so long. This is all T can
tell you about this, whether in person or in writing; the only thing that
bothers me is being aware that in this way you might learn something
that you had not already heard from Jula.

I am finally in the position of being able to keep my promise and send
you some of my work. If you are already familiar with my critique of
Dostoyevsky’s Idiot, there is all the more reason for me to ask you to
accept this handwritten copy as a gift. I believe that the book itself must
be of infinite significance for each of us and I, for my part, am happy if
I have been able to convey this. Besides that, I am sending you a brief note
on painting that is at such a preliminary stage that we would normally deal
with its content only in conversation. I would be very pleased if, whenever
it is convenient, you could send me your thoughts in response to these
jottings—but only if this won’t encroach on your current activity and
thought, which are, no doubt, otherwise engaged. In view of the repellent
phenomenon that, nowadays, inadequate attempts at a theoretical under-
standing of modern painting immediately degenerate into contrastive and
progressive theories in regard to earlier great art, the primary issue for
me was to suggest a generally valid conceptual basis for what we under-
stand by painting. This being the case, I have disregarded modern paint-
ing, although these reflections were originally prompted by the false abso-
lutizing of precisely that art. Regardless of this, however, I have been
thinking for a long time about where free scope and opportunity for the
development and greatness of basic “aesthetic” concepts might finally be
found, and where they might be released from their wretched isolation
(which in aesthetics is the equivalent of what in painting is mere artistry).
I am also enclosing Le Centaure and some thoughts engendered in me by
Holderlin’s powerful fragment “Das Belebende.”” Please forgive me for
sending everything at once but the whole thing is technically so compli-
cated that it is better to take care of it all at once. I am sure I have already
called your attention to Holderlin’s fragments, which appeared last year
in the Reich under the title “Untreue der Weisheit.” Have you read them?
“Das Belebende” is the same kind of thing as these fragments and can be
found in Hellingrath’s first printing of the Pindar translations.
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~ Thave gotten to know this university and, since pretty much all univer-
su_ies .will have the same attitude to what is essential in my work, [ am
thmlfmg of getting my doctorate here, to the extent that it is possible to
predict anything at all under circumstances that, even here, are becoming
more difficult day by day. I visited Dr. [Anna] Tumarkin and told her of
my intention, in a preliminary fashion, to treat Kant’s history of philoso-
phy systematically. I have attended her, Hiberlin’s, and Herbertz’s? lec-
tures and, as I might have predicted, find your silence about them totally
justified. I am staking all my hopes on my own work. We are living in a
very small apartment in a quiet street near the university. I have most of
my books here; you probably know, however, about the sad state of the
libraries.

Among other things, I am reading Jacob Burckhardt’s Age of Con-
stantine the Great [Die Zeit Constantins des GrofSen], an unbelievably splen-
did 'book. Unfortunately, the theater has nothing to offer, but from time
to time there are good concerts.

Please write us soon about how you are doing. Sincere regards from
me and my wife.

All the best.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Jula Cohn was a sculptor.
2. In Holderlin’s Werke, edited by Hellingrath, 5:272-73.
3. WB finally received his doctorate under Richard Herbertz.

63. To Gerhard Scholem
Fe

Dear Gerhard, roay 1, 1918

The letter you sent special delivery on December 29, 1917, arrived
today, after I posted a short letter to you yesterday evening. Now I will
add a few things relating to your letter on this card. To begin with, let
me ask again whether you have “Zeichen und Mal”? I cannot understand
why, but it seems to have gotten lost. Miss Kraker’s pronouncement truly
delighted me. As far as I know, I have not seen her since my semester in
freiburg in 1913, nor she me. At that time she was a witness to the era
n which a friend and I tried to appeal to the Freiburg students. It is the
era that contains the deepest roots of the Youth Movement. She was a
modest and passive participant in things, yet somehow seems to have a
sense of what it was all about.—I can’t say anything good about Miss
Heymann.! For years she has been up to her neck in confusion. Things
have gotten steadily worse with her; she seems to have nothing to hang
on to and lacks any strength of her own. She is one of those young girls
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who demonstrate most clearly that only zhesr husband, if they can find
one, is able to help them. Moreover, they entice you to render all kinds
of “help” that leads to nothing. Giving her my Hoélderlin study was an
instance of this kind of help; at that time she was in a2 much better frame
of mind than when I spoke to her for the last time in Munich about one
and a half years ago; that was awful.—I am very sorry to have caused you
so much trouble with my inquiry about Barthel.? If I had thought about
it, I would have had to arrive at the same thing you wrote me, but I did
not have enough confidence to give it a try because I did not see that the
matter could be disposed of in such an elementary manner. I am grateful
to you for showing me where one stands with him. I told my wife about
the whole thing and she also declared it to be nonsense. The notion of a
finite cosmic space is absurd; Gutkind, however, occasionally spoke to me
of the finitude of fulfilled cosmic space; maybe that is what’s implied. This
would be a factual question.

If you continue to be so open to the mathematical theory of truth (and
perhaps to me), it should not concern me if you seem to be so closed to
others. Two other book: by Charles-Louis Philippe, Le Pére Perdrix and
Marie Donadien, are artistically even more mature than Bubu de Mont-
parnasse. 1 hope you read it in French? Schleiermacher is no fun, especially
since what is at issue are posthumous lecture notes and dictated lectures.
It was pure drudgery.—I will write about the “eternal task” in my next
letter.—It is virtually impossible to gain any access to the philosophy of
history using Kant’s bistorical writings as a point of departure. It would
be different if the point of departure were his ethics; even that is possible
only within limits and Kant himself did not travel this path. To convince
yourself of this, read Ideas for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point
of View. I may be able to write you about this sometime. I am not familiar
with Rickert’s big book,? but I know about his method: it is modern in
the worst possible sense of the word, so to speak: modern 4 tout prix. All
the best from me and my wife.

Yours, Walter

1. Alice Heymann (1890-1937), who later married the art historian Alfred Schmitz.
2. See letter 55.
3. Uber die Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen BegrifSbildung.

64. To Gerhard Scholem
Locarno
February 23, 1918
Dear Gerhard,
Three years of our continuous yearning for sun have finally brought
my wife and me here. You mustn’t tell anyone we are here, because it is
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absolutely imperative that our parents not learn of our whereabouts in
some roundabout way. Even this past summer did not provide us with
the sun for which we yearned indescribably; the Engadine is at too great
an altitude for it to be hot there. At the time, however,- what we needed
more than anything else was the intensity that emanates from this sublime
landscape; we had to submit to a new tension if only not to collapse
under the impression of an eternal release. These few words may already
make comprehensible to you that my life here is fulfilled by the sonorous
and liberated melody of the end of a great epoch in my life now behind
me. The six years [that] have passed since I left school have constituted a
single epoch, lived through at a monstrous pace, which for me con-
tains an infinite amount of the past—in other words, of eternity. I am
now looking at summer’s nature, as I have not done since I was last
in school—TI also spent my last or next to last school vacation in the
Engadine.

Now, on one of those days set aside for reviewing what is the same

“for me and what has changed, I receive your letter (that of February

1, 1918, which was again delayed by the censor), which touched my
clarity-seeking spirit as being infinitely kindred. My very surroundings,
which I do not want to leave at this time, prevent me from alluding to
any single point of your letter, especially any with philosophical content;
but I have never been more grateful than I was today for the tone of
inner peace that is the mark of your letters, and most particularly of this
letter. This may assure you that I also thoroughly understand the difficulty
of writing, as well as the sense of your words. I am charmed by the style
of your lines, i.e. the replete sense of responsibility, the clarity, and the
restraint, precisely because it is thoroughly responsive to me. I recently
read the following words in Goethe: “A real response is like a sweet kiss.”

I must tell you that, in addition to several:books that the southern
climate here won’t tolerate, however useful, indispensable, and good they
may be, I have at least one book with me that is on excellent terms with
the climate: Goethe’s Maxims and Reflections [Maximen und Reflexionen).
Or, to be more precise, I have part of them in the unsurpassed and rigor-
ously philological Weimar Sophien edition. Detailed involvement with
them reinforces me in the old opinion that ours is the first generation to
[confront?] Goethe critically, and is consequently grateful to succeed him.
The romantics were much too close to Goethe to grasp more than some
tendencies of his work: above all, they did not understand the moral dimen-
sion with which his /zfé struggled, and they were ignorant of his historical
isolation. But I am also becoming convinced that Goethe—at least in his
later years—was an extremely pure person who let no lie cross his lips
and into whose pen no lie flowed.

At first it was cool here—now it is hot and summery. The culture and
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language of the region is Italian. Palms and laurel grow in the gardens.
There is still snow on the high mountains but there is no doubt that it is
melting off day by day. On a steep cliff above Locarno is a famous pilgrim-
age site: the abbey church of the Madonna del Sasso (on the cliff). The
church is a dainty cxamplc of Italian baroque, with a facade painted using
pcrspcctlvc and color in a playful manner. It contains simply cxtraordmary
small votive pictures as might have been painted by peasants commis-
sioned by people who had been healed and redeemed, and which are
among the most beautiful examples of religiously or cultically motivated
folk art, which is now being rediscovered by new European painters.
What is most eye-catching is a remarkable Madonna. It is completely
static and makes an eerie impression: The mother bends down toward
her swollen belly; her expression is very somnolent and soulless; she be-
comes visible as if against her will, and bears signs of physical suffering.
I suspect this is related to the primeval, prehistoric ideal of beauty as

embodied in a swollen-bellied, fat woman, and which must be mythologi- -

cally determined in a way with which I am not familiar. (According to
the genius?! this ideal is related to the role the liver plays in mythology.)
I do not want to write about the Mal now and I will also put off some
other things until later. This letter was intended only to communicate
what ought to be communicated from here, and includes the most sincere
regards and wishes from me and my wife, which are meant to reach you
wherever you may be.
Yours, Walter
1. Felix Noeggerath.

To Gerhard Scholem
[March 30, 1918]
Dear Gerhard,

I have been at a loss at how to respond to your three letters dated from
February 23 to March 15, and have delayed confirming the arrival of the
Lamentations till now. Why is that? It was my attempt to get away from
everything for a few weeks in Locarno: to spend lovely days in the sun,
bad days in all kinds of diversions. I now notice that you have not even
received the card from Locarno you asked for, because I simply am unable
to write cards to you; I would have enclosed one in a letter. Since we
prolonged our stay as long as possible, after a few days of rain we got to
feel the first breath of spring in the valley, and I can’t tell you how wonder-
ful it was. We lived inexpensively and pleasantly and the only cosmopoli-
tan aspect of our stay was that quite a few young people I know unexpect-
edly showed up and we basically were unable to get along with them.
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Mrs. Lasker-Schiiler was also here. Suspecting that there will be a lot to

worry and preoccupy me upon my return, I prolonged the trip as long

as I could: and I see that the first confirmation of this fear is that we have

been given notice to vacate our apartment at a particularly inconvenient
time. It is not absolutely sure we will have to do this, but the threat that
we may have to is extremely unpleasant because there is an unbelievable
shortage of apartments in Bern (as in Zurich), and furnished apartments
are practically impossible to find at a price I can afford. I would leave
Bern, however, only if I were absolutely forced to, because I am finally
working on my doctorate. Once I have made some headway on the disser-
tation, it would be easier to leave. Even under the best of circumstances,
this is still a few months off; nonetheless, winter in the country continues
to be very lonely. I am waiting for my professor! to suggest a topic in
the meantime, I have come upon one myself. Only since romanticism has
the followmg view become predominant: that a werk of art in a.nd of
itself, and without reference to theory or morality, can be understood in
contemplation alone, and that the person contemplating it can do it jus-
tice. The relative autonomy of the work of art vis-a-vis art, or better, its
exclusively transcendental dependence on art, has become the prerequi-
site of romantic art criticism. T would undertake to prove that, in this re-

citicism.

I will intentionally avoid going any further into your question regard-
ing the “eternal task.” It too is one of those questions that cannot really
be dealt with in letters—above all, not in this letter, which not only has
to serve as a response to three of your letters but may for some time have
to take the place of others that should follow if, as may be the case,
cxtcmal cucumstanccs make it unp0331blc for me to write any more exten-

J(on differential calculus. I w111 instead concentrate all my energy on finish-
( ing my doctorate, i.e. on starting my dissertation. Mathematics and any.

further grappling with Kant and Cohen have to be put off. The develop-
ment of my PhllOSOPhlcal ideas has reached a crucial stage. As difficult as
I this might be for me, I have to leave it at its current stage in order to be
i able to devore mysclf to it cornplctcly and with complete freedom after
{ have taken my examination. If obstacles to the completion of my doctorate
should crop up, I will take that to mean that I should work on my own
ideas.

After half a year of frequently interrupted reading, I finished Harnack’s
history of dogma here in Locarno. You can congratulate me for this twice
over: for having done the work, and for having finished it. Once the
book has been closed, the benefits derived from this kind of reading are
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inestimable. To give only one example, I realized how ignorance, among
other things, is a strong source of the contemporary neo-Catholic trend,
particularly as it has affected intelligent Jews. It is obviously an expression
of the romantic movement, which is, of course—I do not know whether
I have already given you my view on this—one of the most powerful
contemporary movements. Like the romantic Catholicism of an earlier
period, it has aspects of both power politics and ideology (Adam Miiller,
Friedrich Schlegel). While the first has remained unproductive (Scheler
represents it; Franz Blei and—even if not as a Catholic—Walther
Rathenau, among many others, belong to it), the second has evolved from
SchlegePs lethargic and less defined attitude into anarchism through the
absorption of social elements (Leonhard Frank, [Ludwig] Rubiner).
What I will be able to read in the near future is still uncertain.—I have
much to say about Goethe—as you might imagine from my biting review
of the Gundolf book.? I am waiting to hear what your judgment will be.
I read your essay,’ the one you sent my wife, three times. The third -
time, we read it together. My wife plans to thank you for it herself. I
personally owe you special thanks because, without your knowing that I
wrestled with the same problem two years ago, you have made a signifi-
cant contribution to clarifying it for me. After having read your essay, the
problem now appears to me as follows: on the basis of my nature as a
Jew, the inherent code, the “completely autonomous order,” of the lament

“and of mourning, became obvious to me. Without reference to Hebrew
literature, which, as I now know, is the proper subject of such an analysis,
I applied the following question to the Tranerspiel in a short essay entitled

“Dic Bedeutung der Sprache in Trauerspiel und Tragodie™: “How can

fanguage as such fulfill itself in mourning and how can it be the expression

of mourning?” In so doing, I arrived at an insight that approximates yours
in its particulars and in its entirety. At the same time, however, I wore
myself out to no avail studying a relationship the actual circumstances of
which I am only now beginning to divine. For in German the lament
appears in its full linguistic glory only in the Traunerspiel, which, in terms
of what the word suggests, borders on being inferior to tragedy. I was
unable to reconcile myself to this and did not understand that this ranking
is just as legitimate in German as its opposite probably is in Hebrew.
" From your essay, I now understand that the question as I posed it and
" which concerned me at that time must be asked on the basis of the He-
‘ brew lament. In any case, before I have a command of Hebrew I can
neither acknowledge your comments as a solution nor tackle the problem
on the basis of your translations (which would probably be impossible
anyway). In contradistinction to your point of departure, mine had only
the advantage of pointing me, from the very start, to the fundamental
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antithesis of mourning and tragedy, which, to conclude from your essay,
you have not yet recognized. I would also have an awful lot of comments
to make on your essay which in a letter, however, would necessarily lose
themselves in endless subtlety—because of terminological difficulties. I
think the concluding section dealing with the lament and magic is really
good.. On the other hand, I openly admit that the theory of the lament
in this form still seems to be burdened by some basic lacunae and
vagueness. Your (and my) terminology has not as yet been sufficiently
worked out to be able to resolve this question. Let me specifically note
_that I continue to doubt the clear relationship between lament and moumn-
ing in the sense that every pure act of mourning must lead to a lament.
The resu.lt is a series of such difficult questions that we really must forgo
any consideration of them in writing.—Just a short word on your transla-
tion. We—my wife and I—have the same thing to say about it that we
previously said about your translation of the Song of Solomon. In the
ﬁn.al analysis, your translation (of course, I am unable to judge its relation-
ship to the Hebrew, but I have total confidence in you in this regard) has
the character of a study in terms of its relationship to German. The issue
in your translation is apparently not, as it were, to save a text for German
but rather to relate it to German in terms of what is correct. In th1$’
respect, you do not receive any inspiration from German. I, of course,
cannot judge whether the Lamentations can be translated into this lan-
guage in a way that transcends such a relationship to German, and your
work seems to preclude it. :
I am slightly acquainted with David Baumgardt* from Berlin. I alway:
found him very pleasant. But I have not formed any opinion on his partic-
ular philosophical capabilities. At some point I will be able to tell you
more about Simon Guttmann (maybe when we are both old—should we
live to be old!) than about anyone else in the world, except perhaps my
wife. Mr. Robert Jentzsch also belonged to the same circle.5 This young
man, who several years ago qualified as a privatdocent in mathematics at
the University of Berlin, is already supposed to be famous as a mathemati-
cian on the basis of his habilitation dissertation—it was translated by the
academy [?]. I know him shghtly too. Have you heard of him or can you
ﬁnd out something about him (he is a soldier in the field)? I am very
mteFestcd in this.®* Now to two other requests. A letter I wrote to the
genius has either not arrived or has not been answered. (The only address
I have for him is very old and I have no idea where he is now.) I am
extremely eager to see his dissertation now (it must have been published
arqund October 1917) and cannot easily turn to him. Might I ask you to
write to the warden of the University of Erlangen, enclosing a stamped
self-addressed envelope, and find out from him whether and where the
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dissertation of Mr. Felix Noeggerath, who graduated from Erlangen in
October or November of 1916 with a degree in philosophy, was. pub-
lished. And whether he might know this gentleman’s current address. I
would be very grateful if you would make this inquiry for me because I
would rather not make it under my own name. Finally, I would also like
to request the following: that you not order the Langenscheidt transla-
tions of Tibullus and Propertius that I put down on my last book list or,
if the order has already been placed, that you cancel it, but only if this
were to cause you absolutely no trouble. You see, I have located them here
at a used bookstore, but do not want to buy them before hearing from
you—if possible, by return mail—as to whether they have already been
ordered in Germany. Also, please let me know anything and everything
concerning the books I have ordered. Thanks again for your trouble. (My
order for the Langenscheidt translations of Catullus and Pindar still stands
and, of course, I want only translations of these authors that appear to-
gether under one cover. When they appear separately, these translations
do not run to one or several volumes, and I would therefore have to put
up with other authors’ being mixed in. This also applies to Tibullus and
Propertius, should you not be able to cancel the order.) I am familiar
with the fairy tale about Fanferlieschen Schénefiifichen” but no longer
remember which it is of the many fairy tales I have read by him.—My
wife will personally deal with the medical information you are providing
her.—Did you get the papers from Mr. Kraft? I wrote him. What is the
situation concerning your friend’s arrival? He will be very welcome.

What you wrote is almost word for word what my friend told me
about Buber after his one conversation with him.®

This letter is not as totally lacking in coherence as it might seem. It
has been dictated by the need to give answers without raising new ques-
tions so that, should our correspondence have to be suspended for a while
on my part, I will not leave you with too much unsettled business. My
greatest regret is that I am stll unable to pass on to you any of the
philosophical dynamics of my thought; but this is incompatible with a
letter. My wife still plans to write you. Please do not let me wait too long

for news. My very best wishes,
Yours, Walter

1. Richard Herbertz.
2. The main parts of this review were incorporated into the essay on Goethe’s Elective
Affinities (Schriften 1:123-201).
. 3. “Uber Klage und Klagelied” (unpublished).
4. Scholem had become acquainted with Baumgardt in Erfurt. He was later a privat-
docent at the University of Berlin.

5. The reference is to the “neopathetic cabaret” around Georg Heym, Erwin Lowen- |

sohn, Kurt Hiller, et al.

1
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6. One day before receiving this letter, Scholem (who was studying mathematics at the

d inf o .
(ljr:;g n1,rs1 (ci);nde;(.:l WB that Jentzsch had died in the war and told him the news of Hermann

7. By Clemens Brentano.

8. Scholem had written a vehement diatribe agai i 1
8 ainst the cult of
writings from these years, © Fperience in Bubers

66. To Gerhard Scholem

Dezc Gerhard, April 11, 1918

Let me exchange news of life for news of two deaths,’ the second of
which T was still unaware and which deeply distressed me. When I found
your l.cttcr, I had just come home from the clinic where, this morning
my wife gave birth to a son.? Both are doing well. Except for the baby’;
grandparents, you are the first one to hear the news. Best wishes on behalf
of the baby and his mother.

Yours, Walter

1. Of Hermann Cohen and Robert Jentzsch.
2. Stefan, died in London on February 6, 1972.

67. To Gerhard Scholem

Dear Gerhard, Aprl 17, 1918]
Mapy thanks from both of us for your good wishes; they just arrived.
My W1fc and the baby are both doing well. We named him Stefan Rafael
The middle name is after one of my wife’s grandfathers who died shortl};
before Stefan was born. Tomorrow for the first time Dora is supposed to
get out of bed for a while. Among the most wonderful things to see is
what'I have observed these past few days: how a father immediately
perceives such a small human being as a persom, in such a way that the
fathey’s Own superiority in all matters having to do with existence seems
very insignificant in comparison. There is a very famous letter in which
Lessing says something very much like that. '
~ T'am reading a whole stack of enormously interesting things and there
1s more of the same stacked up on my desk; among the former is the
Schlegel brothers’ Athenaeum, a first edition 1 borrowed (!). Further, an
extremely cx‘citing, almost too exciting, and very well documented bz)ok
b}{ Bernoulli, Franz Overbeck und Friedvich Nietzsche. Tt contains every-
thing relevant to Nietzsche’s life, including much that does not appear
anyplace else. In addition, Heinrich von Stein’s Platonismus. Among the
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latter (i.e. books that are still on my desk) is F. Schlegel’s Philosophie der
Sprache und des Wortes, a collection of his very last lectures (since by this
time I have become something of a specialist on the late Schlegel, T will
be able to wind up this difficult vocation after having read this book).—At
this very moment, I am thinking about many things: I am still unable to
write about what I am thinking about most, and I do not yet want to
write about what I am thinking about least. At some point you will receive
a bundle of manuscripts—although, for the most part, they do not exist
yet.—Were you able to cancel the order for the Catullus-Tibullus-
Propertius translations at Langenscheidt’s? What's the status of this?
Please let me know very soon.

A sincere and urgent request: my innumerable requests to Werner Kraft
that he send me a copy of the letter! I wrote him from St. Moritz, which
contains my comments on “greatness,” have proven futile. I now really
need these comments but do not want to approach him about them from
here. But, if it is too much trouble for him to copy it, may I ask you to
please transmit my request, emphatically, quickly, and urgently, that he
relinquish the original letter, temporarily if need be, and send it to me by
registered mail. T really need it. Many thanks! Have you written Kraft
about the birth of my son? If not, please don’t; if you have, let me know
so that T can write him myself—you see, basically I would rather not
encroach on his self-prescribed silence with anything extraneous. Do you
happen to know of anything he might like? We would like to send him
a book anonymously.—Please write, and really soon.

: Most sincerely.
Yours, Walter

1. These comments about Stifter are included in letter 69.

68. To Ernst Schoen
[Bern]
[May 1918]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

I have put off responding to your two letters for so long that I now
have to provide you with a response at a particularly busy and harried
time. Harried from without, in that the bleak housing situation here is
forcing us to move in fourteen days.! This is bound up with a number of
other unpleasant circumstances. Harried from within by a profusion of
duties, because they prevent me from giving completely free rein to my
inhibited need to express my own thoughts. In part, my thoughts are still
too undeveloped; they constantly scatter before me and those I grasp
require the most exact grounding before I would allow myself to express
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them. For me, certain—as it were, revolutionary—thoughts bear within

themselves an urgent need to study their great adversaries very thoroughly

so that it is possible to remain steadfastly objective when expounding’
them. The greatest adversary of these thoughts is always Kant. I have
become engrossed in his ethics—it is unbelievable how necessary it is to

track down this despot, to track down his mercilessly philosophizing spirit
which has philosophized certain insights that are among the reprehensible
ones to be found in ethics in particular. Especially in his later writings,
he drives and senselessly whips his hobbyhorse, the logos.

Thus far I have been unable to complete a very important study of
epistemology. It has been lying fallow for months. My professor approved
my dissertation topic, and he did so most readily. It goes something like
this: the philosophical foundations of romantic art criticism. I do have
some things to say on this topic, but the source material is proving to be
terribly resistant. If [I] want to wrest anything of a more profound nature
from it and a dissertation requires you to indicate sources, however, that
-are almost impossible to find for certain of romanticism’s most profound

[ tendencies. I am referring to its historically and fundamentally important

| congruence with Kant, which under certain circumnstances might prove
impossible to demonstrate in “dissertationlike” format. On the other
hand, if T can do it, this work will bring me the internal anonymity I
must secure for myself whenever I write to achieve such ends. I do want
to get my doctorate, and if this should not happen, or not happen yet, it
can only be the expression of my deepest inhibitions. I intend to remain
silent about how many obvious inhibitions there are, and it is also unnec-
essary to tell you about this.—Let me take this opportunity to ask you
to send me, in a series of letters, the quotations from the compilation of

. fragments? you have (perhaps divided among three to five letters so that
they do not get too long). I ask your forgiveness for the immense trouble
this request will put you through. The compilation is indispensable for
my work. It is awful that I must also impose on your valuable time.

In both your letters, you refer to two very important things upon
which I have deliberated for a long time and which have been subjects of
-an ongoing conversation I have conducted with Mr. Scholem, who in the
meantime has shown up here,? i.e. Stifter and Borchardt. I do not want
to write you anything about the former today because I have already
written something substantial about him. When I get a chance, I will
expand on it and then be able to send it to you separately. It would be
difficult for you to have a clear notion of the mental images that the name
Borchardt conjures up in me. He is an integral part of the unhappy life
of a young Jew who is close to me and who is currently a soldier.* Mr.
Scholem (who got to know him through me while I was here) and I share
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the grief of knowing that he has been forsaken in Germany. This individ-
ual, who honored and honors Borchardt with unrivaled enthusiasm,
forced me to come to terms with Borchardt in the most exacting manner
and, beyond that, in some respects provided me with an image of Bor-
chardt’s nature. Consequently, Borchardt has been on my mind for more
than two ycars. I know his poems and “Villa,” his things in Hesperus (and
the speeches on the war), and finally the famous polemic against the
George circle in the S#ddentsche Monatschefte. In order to speak about him
in a way that is thorough and lucid, I would have to reach far and say
things for which there is no room here, in every sense of the word.
Therefore, permit me to share with you in only a very suggestive way
why I reject Borchardr as a person in spite of all the respect I have for
the “qualities” of his work (for he has traits that, in others, could be all
there is, nothing more). Borchardt is no longer tragic and problematic to
me, no less than Walther Rathenau, even if he is not base like Rathenau,
As for the rest, however, they are alike, above all in the single characteristic
that defines Borchardt®s moral nature, in his will to falsehood. He has a
heart of stone. Today there is no better example than he of the terribly
deceptive nature of isolated instances of beauty, in which his work
abounds. As a whole, however, this body of work proves to be an attempt
to gain the following for its creator: rank, in intellectual terms; power, in
intellectual terms; greatness, in intellectual terms. He consumes himself
in portraying for the Germans a type that does not exist among them,
that cannot yet exist among them, that they may not achieve through
false pretences, and that he senses 1s a future prospect without compre-
hending it: the type is that of the public and responsible man of the
people, the appointed guardian of the people’s intellectual and linguistic
heritage. (I am unable to say here what is a future prospect and what is
misunderstood about this notion. You will have your own view. To the
extent it was possible at the time, he seems to have found a precursor to
his aspiration in Jacob Grimm.) His works are the high-handed means to
this end, and not a service. What you also find in him is the “inversion
of an idea,” which, in his last letter to me, Mr. Scholem declared to be
characteristic of modern books; objective mendacity, as I call it. In Bor-
chardt, it is directed at history, and it in turn rests on a perversion that
seems to me to have become canonical for our time, [on] the misrepresen-
~ tation of the medium as the voice. He turns history, the medium of the
creative person, into the voice of the creative person. This cannot be easily
presented, and for precisely that reason Borchardt may today be the only
remaining worthy object of crushing (the most merciless) polemic (the
kind he magnificently attempted against the George circle), if everything
fundamentally polemical were not nowadays rejected. At the very core of
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Borchardt’s work, you encounter a gesture that can shelter and distinguish
the human being, but that is an illegitimate mask for the poet, or else his
work relies on composing such a gesture. He has placed himself on top
of a tower of lies so that he can be seen by the mendacious masses of his
time. If T understand you correctly, this feeling is very clealy heralded in
your lines.

Please feel free to read my essay on language. I have another request
to make of you. In Kreis der Liebe,® which 1 could not make use of be-
cause of its handwriting, there is a ghazal by Platen. I have now bought
Schldsser’s (unfortunately incomplete) edition of his poems. Incredibly,
the ghazal does not seem to be included in it. What number is it? Where
did you get it? Could you send me a copy of it when you have a chance?
I am sorry I am unable to comply with your request. We do not have a
photo of my wife and me on hand and I am sure [you] will understand
if we think your request is not a valid reason to have our pictures taken.
Finally, please forgive me for the fact that, while making claims on your
kindness and meticulousness in such an important matter as the safekeep-
ing of my papers, I have to make this request belatedly, after Mr. Scholem
had made it on my behalf. The entire transfer® had to proceed so quickly
because of Mr. Scholem’s imminent departure. On the other hand, I was
still uncertain whether the transfer was necessary at all, so that I first had
to wait and see how things turned out. It was especially unfortunate that
I had to ask you to send me something even before I could get your
consent to the transfer. I hope you will view what I did as excusable due
to the circumstances, and I also hope you will do me this grear service,
which is what the safekeeping of my manuscripts means to me.

As you can imagine, I am now studying romanticism and specifically,
in addition to reading the Athenaeum, 1 am working on A. W. Schlegel,
who so far is the romantic I know least well. Do you know what amazes
me about the critical writings of the romantics? It is their great and noble
humanity. They have a command of the caustic language needed to take

‘z on what is base, but they also have at their command a wonderful generos-

(

| ity of spirit when faced with unfortunates. Goethe and Schiller scem to
have been unable to achieve this to the same degree in their criticism. By
comparlson A. W. Schlegel’s review of Biirger and Schiciermacher’s re-
{ view of Garve” are wonderful. In their criticism, moreover, again in com-
plete contrast to Goethe, these romantics have always turned out to be
right in the end and therefore have always been right. If you have the
time and already know Nietzsche rather well, as well as his correspondence
with Overbeck (who is very important), then, but only then, you should
probably read C. A. Bernoulli’s Franz Qverbeck und Friedrich Nietzsche. In
the final analysis, this book is only a two-volume brochure, but it con-
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tains much interesting material. S. Friedldnder called Elisabeth Forster-
Nietzsche “the notorious sister of her world-renowned brother.”

My brother is in a German military hospital, wounded; apparently he
has a rather serious belly wound. My wife and I most sincerely return
your and Jula’s greetings. My wife will write about Busoni later; we heard
him the day before yesterday.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

Sincere thanks for your best wishes.

P.S. I feel compelled to express myself more clearly about Borchardt:
it is incorrect to say that his work only has “qualities.” The Germania
translation—to the extent I know it—is probably a milestone in the his-
tory of the German language’s relationship to Latin. It is also incorrect
that a will to falsehood is central to him. Rather, he is an adventurer who
lusts after the highest laurels and who places enormous ability at the service
of an absolute will to power. Finally, in an era in which the ultimate
absorption and contemplation makes you invisible, he is someone who,
for the sake of being visible, distorts and reflects that absorption and
contemplation even in the face of the abyss. He is not himself the lie, but
the lie takes hold of him each time he defines his relation to the public.
He may leave behind much that is great, but it will remind us of the
story of the man who wanted to find gold but found porcelain—in other
respects, it is not at all a pretty story in terms of its “moral.” Searching
for fool’s gold, something of the sort could befall Borchard, but since he
wants to be a poet, his impure will is the greatest barrier to his possibili-
ties: he will surely not leave any work behind; he will leave behind discov-
eries, land that has been made arable, things he has discovered of a philo-
logical, historical, and technical nature. It is not the lie that is operative
in him, but rather what you yourself clearly allude to, impurity.

1. To Muri bei Bern.
2. 'WB had put together a compilation of Schlegel’s and Novalis’s fragments in Dachau
in the spring of 1917. They were in Ernst Schoen’s safekeeping at the time.
. Scholem was in Bern from the beginning of May until the fall of 1919.
. Werner Kraft.
. Poems by Ernst Schoen (unpublished?).
. Of WB’s papers that were with Scholem.
. In Athenaeum 3 (1800), pp. 129ff.
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69. To Ernst Schoen
Muri bei Bern
June 17, 1918
Dear Mr. Schoen,
I am very much in your debt for the great trouble and care you took
in transcribing the fragments and notes that have now been in my posses-
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sion for some time. As a token of my gratitude, please accept a copy of
both my brief notes on Stifter that are enclosed. Had I not wanted to do
you a good turn, I might well not have decided to give you the two pieces
for, you see, one of them is only an excerpt from a letter, while the second
was originally meant only as a reminder to me of a task I had set myself,
an extensive critique of Stifter’s style. But I am sending them to you today
because it might be a long time before I will be in a position to add
anything to what is enclosed (it will be eminently possible to make the
good elements of his style just as comprehensible as the bad ones, based
on my observations in II). I used my good stationery for the transcription
and hope that it will not get such a terrible going over. This is how most
letters from Germany arrive, doused with the censor’s disinfectant. Since
I am now engaged in expressing my sincere gratitude, I would like to
return to the gift you gave me for my last birthday in order to tell you
that the Guérin book, bound in blue morocco, is one of the most beautiful
volumes in my library. I am busy building the library, as best I can. As it
turned out, my inner need to have a library (indeed, the mere possibility of
being able to have one) chronologically coincided with the extraordinary
financial and material difficulties of acquiring one. I have been zealously
engaged in building a library for only a little more than two years and
am gradually daring to look around for one book or another among those
that are intrinsically the most difficult to get. Now is the bleakest time to
do this because they have become investments for the rabble. Thus I must
do without many books that were affordable a few years ago (when, by
the way, I did not have the money to buy them) and that I would now
like to own. Perhaps you have heard of the Piloty auction in Munich (a
first edition of Der siebente Ring went for over 400 marks—I had bid 75
on it, and Alfred [Cohn] bought it for 45 several years ago). My book
dealer is just now sending me the only book I succeeded in getting, the

~ correspondence between Goethe and Knebel. Nonetheless, you would see

that I have some nice items even now, and I hope to be able soon to
combine my wife’s library, which is still in Seeshaupt, with the books I
have here. I now have most of my books from Germany with me, or at
least the better ones. But so many of the really important books I have
been ordering from Germany are unavailable, to say nothing of antiquar-
1an books. I intend to write you more about this, my latest acquisitions,
at an opportune time if it won’t bore you. I really do like to talk about
them.

On the other hand, I don’t have anything to report about my projects
today, and may not have for some time to come. For some time now, I
have been reading Catullus with my wife during my evening leisure hours,
and we intend to stick with it and later move on to Propertius. There is
nothing more salutary than reading the ancient poets to escape the errors
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in the canonical view of modern aesthetic concepts, 1n the modcrn'undcr-

standing of inspiration, in lyric poetry—in a certain sense, reading thfi

Latins may be even more salutary than reading the Grecks: 1 bo.rrowc‘

from the library an edition that had been pr.cpa:cd and Qrmted in Pafrls

for the dauphin Louis XV, and has annotationes and an mterprzmtu; ﬁr

every poem, the second of which is a strangely clumsy paraphrase of the
oen’s content in bad Latin. '

I hear that Borchardt has published an index of his completed gnpub«
lished works in the first issue of Dichtung. (I have had a look at it.) An
acquaintance made the most fitting pronouncement on‘1t--the index has
various sections: translation, drama, poetry, prosc, philosophy, Pf)hF'CS’
ctc.—“The ‘letters’ section is missing.” You wrote about [Heymch_]
Mann. Are you familiar with Dse Armen? With_thls book, he (like his
brother with Gedanken im Krigge) has given a tribute to our epoch that
requires him to be counted among its servants. A b(?ok of unprcce‘dentpd
immaturity and carelessness. Maybe you have nongcd that my‘mqltlhlry
about the Platen poem was based on my strange misunderstanding a;
the ghazal in Kreis dev Licbe was by Platen himself (and that you ha
inserted it, as it were, as an extravagant act of homa}ge). Now that I know
that yours is a paraphrase whose beautiful conclusion I remembered and
sought in vain in Platen’s works, I have yet another request: send me:fa
copy of your poem. Many thanks foF your last beautiful poem. Mwat{ e~
and I send you and Jula our most sincere regards and wishes and I, for

my part, must once again express my gratitude for the fragments.
’ Yours, Walter Benjamin

Stifter!

I *
One delusion about Stifter seems extremely dangerous to me because 1t

cads to error in one’s basic meraphysical convictions about what is essen-
ltiZl to people in their relationship to the \v0¥ld: There is no dozlbt t[l:aé
Stifter produced truly wonderful nature descriptions and‘that he also ha
wonderful things to say about human life at 3"§§_ag_‘d”§gu,,before it a&
unfolded as fate, namely about children, like in Bergkristall. But he himse

once voiced his colossal error without recognizing 1t as such in the pro-
logue to Bunte Steine, where he writes ab.out greatness anfi smaillne'ss' a131
the world, and seeks to represent this relationship as deceptive anc trlrl{ ,
even relative. In fact, he lacks a sense for h(?w elemc.ntal. rclatl_ons tllps
between human beings and the world are purlﬁeq and ]usgﬁcd: én v(zrth'ir
words, a sense of justice in the most sublime meaning o_f this word. . t1u e
I was tracking down the way he unfurls the fate of his c_h:‘iracters in his
various books, in each instance, in Abdias, Turmalin, Brigitta and 1n an
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episode from Die Mappe meines UrgrofSvaters, 1 found the other side, the
shadowy and dark side of this restriction to the small things in life: in
that he can by no means resign himself to or satisfy himself with just
describing them, but takes pains to introduce this simplicity into the large
context of fate as well. However, it necessarily has a totally different
simplicity as well as purity, that is to say, one that is simultancous with
greatness, or better, with justice. And as a consequence, a rebellion and
eclipse of nature, so to speak, takes place in Stifter’s works and turns into
something extremely horrible and demonic, and thus enters into his fe-
male characters (Brigitta, the colonel’s wife). There nature, as almost per-
verse and cleverly concealed demonic nature, sustains the innocent appear-
ance of simplicity. Stifter knows nature, but his knowledge of the
boundary between nature and fate is very shaky and he draws it with a
feeble hand, as, for example, in the almost embarrassing conclusion of
Abdias. Only the loftiest internal sense of justice can provide certainty as
to this boundary. In Stifter, however, a spasmodic impulse sought another
way to bind the moral world and fate to nature. This way seemed simpler
but in truth was subhumanly demonic and spectral. The truth of the
matter is that it is a secret bastardization. Upon close inspection, this
uncanny characteristic can be found everywhere Sufter becomes “interest-
ing” in a specific sense. Stifter has a dual nature; he has two faces. In him,
the impulse of purity has at times become detached from the desire for
justice; it has lost itself in what is small, only to emerge uncannily and
hypertrophically (this is possible!) in what is great as undifferentiated
purity and impurity.

There is no final and metaphysically permanent purity without a strug-
gle to behold the loftiest and most extreme legal principles, and you
should not forget that Stifter was ignorant of this struggle.

I

He can create only on the basis of what is visual. This does not mean,
however, that he reproduces only what is visible, for as an artist he has
style. The problem of his style is simply how he grasps the metaphysically
visual sphere of all things. To begin with, the fact that he lacks any sense
for revelanion that must be beard, 1.e. that lies in the metaphysically acous-
tic sphere, is related to this fundamental characteristic. Furthermore, this
explains the main characteristic of his writings: quiet. For quuet is first
and foremost the absence of every acoustic sensation.

The language spoken by Stuifter’s characters is ostentatious. It is lan-
guage used to display feelings and thoughts in dead space. He completely
lacks the ability to represent, by whatever means, “emotional distress,”
which is something human beings seck to express primarily in language.
The demonic that characterizes his writings to a greater or lesser degree
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is based on this inability. It reaches its apparent peak where he feels his
way forward on secret paths because he is unable to find obvious deliver-
ance in the liberating utterance. He is spiritually mute, which is to say
that his essence lacks contact with the universal essence, language, from
which speaking derives.

1. The first of these notes is taken from WB’s (lost) letter to Werner Kraft in the summer
of 1917. A transcription of part of it that is preserved evidences few stylistic changes.

70. To Ernst Schoen
(July 31, 1918]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

Many thanks for your best wishes. My birthday provides me with 2
good opportunity to talk about books again. This is because my wife gave
me a small library—not that the books had been lined up in a small
bookease, but they did fill one. The first thing you need to know is that,
like a true book collector, I have—at least—carved out an area of special-
ization for myself. My primary consideration in doing this was what I
already had and what I could afford. It is an area that, even today, is not
of general interest to collectors, and thus one in which a lucky find is still
possible (as I, in fact, made a short time ago to my indescribable delight).
The area in question is antiquarian children’s books and fairy tales, as well
as beautiful legends. The bulk of the collection comes from a massive raid
I made on my mother’s library just in the nick of time. This was also the
library of my early childhood. And thus I was given some fairy tales on
this occasion: Andersen’s, in the relatively good edition just published by
Kiepenheuer; Hauff’s, in an edition of his collected works. I may have
them bound separately. Above all, however, Brentano’s, in a rare first
edition of 1846. I received the rest of Brentano’s writings in the seven-
volume collected works published by his brother Christian, the only edi-
tion except for one currently being spawned by Georg Miiller, along with
many others. Except for the fairy tales and Godwi, it has all the essential
things. I also received the three small volumes of the Bambocciaden by the
romantic litterateur and linguist Bemnhardi, one of the rarest, even if not
the most sought after, romantic books, which I have been trying to get
for a long time. I still have not read it. Now, having received Three Tales
[Trois contes| and The Temptation [La tentation], I have all of Flaubert’s
novels except Salammbs, Carnet d’un fou (that is the title, isn’t it?), and
Novembre. A good edition of Eckermann, the Insel edition of the Decam-
evon, and Aretino’s erotic work in a French translation. Further, a small
book of reminiscences about Baudelaire, including anecdotes from his life
and a lot of pictures of him and his friends. In a few years I will come to

S
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know what some of these books mean to me; in some instances, it may
take a very long time. First they will be deposited, as it were, in the wine
cellar, buried in the library: I am not touching them. Among other rea-
sons, because I am familiar with the notion of being an exile in a region
where I would be dependent on my library. Then I would get to know
them. I am reading only Andersen, who is giving me the craving to fathom
the nature of sentimentality. There are very few good things compared
to how much really perverse stuff there is, but the good and the bad seem
to me to be related in a curiously intimate way.

Whenever possible, I read books I borrow from the Bern library which,
at least for my areas of interest, is very inadequate. I am currently busy
again doing research for my dissertation and I am, of course, studying
Goethe’s theory of art. I am unable to say anything about it in this letter
because it is too far off the topic, but I am discovering some very impor-
tant things in it. Of course, it is terra incognita. While doing some reading
for my dissertation today, I happened to come across the book by a Mrs.
Luise Zurlinden:! Gedanken Platons in der deutschen Romantik. The horror
that grips you when women want to play a crucial role in discussing such
matters is indescribable. This contribution is truly base. Her evaluation
of the romantics, especially of the Schlegel brothers and most particularly
of Wilhelm (who surely was not as significant as Friedrich), is also symp-
tomatic of the shamefulness of the principle underlying the systematic
study of literature. Some romantic scholarship was certainly unproductive,
even more unproductive than that of our own time; but shamelessness in
scholarship is a modern phenomenon. Thus, contemporary experts on
principle hold translation to be an inferior type of productivity (because
they of course do not feel comfortable until they have classified everything
according to the crudest criteria) and they consequently dare to speak
of the “adoption of others’ sentiments” in reference to the achievement
represented by Wilhelm Schlegel’s translations. This tone has become
commonplace.

Your inquiry about how I am doing and about my relationship to
the individuals you mentioned (with the exception of Barbizon) can be
answered in a letter only with a brief categorical sentence. What I could
say about them (but prefer not to) cannot even be hinted at in a letter:
they do not exist for me, and even if each one of them in his own way
has brought this about, it is precisely this lack of any relationship that
makes this a matter of indifference to me. I maintain superficial contact
with Barbizon.

With very few exceptions, the relationships I had maintained with my
contemporaries have come to an end.

L]
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My most sincere thanks for the poems you sent me. It may be a very
long time before I can send you something of mine again, because at the
moment I envision only longer projects coming up in the near future—
please let me hear from you soon. I hope you are well. My wife also sends
her regards.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Leipzig, 1910.

71. To Gerhard Scholem
Bonigen
September 18, 1918
Dear Gerhard,

What “approximate time span” am I supposed to give you? That of
your trip? But you yourself are limiting that to approximately one week
and, thus far, I have formed no clearer picture of what it will be like.
Please be sure to get here by the 26th because I do not want to put off
our ascent of the Faulhorn for too long. It is not yet certain how much
longer the Faulhorn hotel, where we may have to spend the night—this
is, of course, unlikely—will remain open. If the weather stays good, until
the end of October for sure. However, I have made plans for us to climb
to the Schynige plateau on the 27th. My wife will probably come along.
Then I want to spend the rest of the day up there with her and on the
28th go with you up the Faulhorn (and if possible, come right back down
again).

There is no department of demonology at the university.! Otherwise,
why else would there be an academy of science there? Knowledgeable
circles consider it a sure thing that the current rector will be elected rector
mirabilis for life.

Dora also sends her regards.

Yours, Walter

1. The University of Muri, an imaginary invention of WB and Scholem in commemora-
tion of the three months they spent there together. Both of them zealously composed satirical
official documents of the university, among them a course schedule and academic statutes,
etc., by WB, and a Lebrgedicht der philosophischen Fakultiit by Scholem (published in 1927).
WB signed himself as the rector, Scholem as the beadle of the School of Religion and
Philosophy. For years, a favorite pastime of WB’s was inventing titles for the library catalog
and reviews of the books in question.
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72. To Ernst Schoen
[November 8, 1918]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

Every obeisance paid to convention in one’s own life becomes dis-
turbingly noticeable to friends even from afar, that is to say whenever this
convention is felt to be nothing more than that. Such is the case with the
doctoral examination for which I am preparing. In the last few months,
I was busy working on my dissertation and the constant work, combined
with the fact that I was waiting, may have played some small role in your
not having heard from me for almost as long as I have not heard from
you. You will find my preoccupation reflected in this letter too since I
have nothing new to report. My reading has been almost entirely limited
to what is required for my dissertation. As you know, we have no social
contacts here except the young man who, as I wrote you, is visiting me
from Germany. Since he doubtless can involve himself in my work, but I
am unable to get involved in his to the same extent because he is working
on Hebrew things, it is not possible to give you, who are so far away,
any news from here. I can only report on our domestic ups and downs.
My wife is ill with the flu, but her temperature is already back to normal.
She has received your letter and will answer it when she is well; because
of her weakened condition we have not been able to discuss it yet. Stefan
is well. He is an extraordinarily good child who never cries or screams
without visible reason.

This means I have more freedom to go into all the things you wrote
me. What gave me the most to think about was what you have to say
about my separation from my former friends. The more I thought about
it, the more it seemed possible that the kinds of qualities that at that
time made, not understanding, but agreement impossible were completely
peculiar to your innermost being. You waited—not impatiently but heed-
less of the time, not blind but not taking note of what was seen—while
my friend and I were in the midst of a crisis that had to end in fulfillment
or in change. You saw the people who surrounded us in terms of how
they appeared and, therefore, you had to reject them. It was my belief
that I felt your nature made a claim on us that could not be satisfied in
our timeless, bedazzled question: the claim to patient unburdening and
unfolding. I am sure that I could not talk to you about that period now
if, at the time, we had not been so detached from each other. As a matter
of fact, the only person I have talked to about this besides you is my wife.

" I dare not speculate as to when we might see each other again.

(...

Even though I would never have taken it on without external induce-
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ment, my work on the dissertation is not wasted time. What I have been
learning from it, i.e. insight into the relationship of a truth to history,
will of course hardly be at all explicit in the dissertation, but I hope it
will be discerned by astute readers. The work treats the romantic concept
of criticism (art criticism). The modern concept of criticism has developed
from the romantic concept; but “criticism” was an extremely esoteric con-
cept for the romantics (they had several such concepts, but possibly none
as obscure as this one), which was based on mystical assumptions about
cognition. In terms of art, it encapsulates the best insights of contempo-
rary and later poets, a new concept of art that, in many respects, is our
concept of art. My ideas on this are so inextricably intertwined that it is
impossible for me to communicate a conception of the whole in a few
written observations, as much as I would like to. I have not yet written
any of the actual dissertation, but have made quite a lot of progress on
the preliminary research. I will first let my major professor know what I
am planning. Up till now, my work has been advanced by the closing of
the university due to the epidemic; but it will probably soon be reopened.
I am running into obstacles everywhere trying to locate the relevant
books, and what is available is excruciatingly boring. I have not yet read
the main texts, Dilthey’s biography of Schleiermacher and Haym’s Roman-
tische Schule, but may be able to give you a report on them later.
The following day, November 9, 1918
Yesterday, after having written the above, I received news of the procla-
mation of the Bavarian Republic. Since no papers are coming out in
Switzerland because of a twenty-four-hour general strike (as a protest
against military call-ups to defend the state against revolutionary agita-
tion), I do not know what developments have taken place in the mean-
time. In any case, the bids I have asked you to place at the auction will
no doubt be void since it is highly unlikely that it will take place.
[...1]
As you will know, we spent a quiet summer on Lake Brienz in the
most magnificent setting. The part of the lake where we were has the
most magnificent meadows I have ever seen, rising from its shoreline.
These meadows extend very far and are overgrown with groves and glades,

in which we often hunted for mushrooms. The most important thing I

read this summer was Goethe’s Metamorphosis of Plants [Metamorphose der
Pflanzen]. Reading it with my wife gave me a lot of pleasure, although I
cannot make the book bear fruit for me immediately, given my inadequate
knowledge of botany. Before I get around to Goethe’s Color Theory [Die
Farbenlehre], 1 hope to have another go at meteorology, to which I had
already devoted some time. Beyond that, as I said, I have been reading

only for my dissertation. It may be a spiritual fixation, but a beneficial
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{one, for me to feel that it must be written just in these times. The only
other thing I am reading is Gottfried Keller’s Green Henry [Der griine
Heinrich]. All of this man’s books are among the most ambiguous and dan-
gerous literary products. Why? I hope to be able to tell you sometime.

[...]
Sincere regards from me and my wife and please extend the same to

Jula.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

73. To Ernst Schoen
[Bern]
[January 29, 1919]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

I see from your letters of December and January, but primarily from
the second, that worries are getting you down. I want to begin this letter
by telling you how much I hope that you will soon succeed in finding a
quick way out of all these difficulties; I am certain you will not lose heart
while doing so. Indeed, for people like you and me, the changes that have
taken place in Germany are unlikely to have opened up any paths other
than those that were open to us before. The material circumstances of my
life have gotten worse, and during the rather long time in which I have

not written you, I have had a lot to think about and some excitement as
well.

[...]

I have read some nice things. Of particular note is Gogol’s Mayician.
Its subject matter (one of the greatest narrative themes, and meant for an
epic) is, of course, superior to the (good) way it is handled.—We were
recently invited to go hear Wagner’s Siggfiied, and right afterward I read
Nietzsche’s Case of Wagner [Der Fall Wagner] only to be completely
surprised by the simplicity and farsightedness of what it said. I still have
not read his second essay on Wagner (Nietzsche contra Wagner), but the
first one filled me with enthusiasm, something that, all things considered,
I'am unable to say about everything I have read by Nietzsche. I read the
new book by the Berlin sinologist de Groot, Universismus.* Just like the
title, which presumes to give a name invented by the author to a religion
thousands of years old, the text evidences a complete lack of insight,
backwardness, and unfamiliarity with the new questions being raised by
the systematic study of mythology. Since this man is quite a connoisseur
(to the extent it is possible to judge from the book and his scholarly
reputation), it is possible to say that ancient China has totally enslaved
him and relentlessly holds him in intellectual thrall. Of course, you learn
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quite a lot that is worth knowing from reading the book.—Do you know
Dostoyevsky’s Double? T have read it for the second time and it would be
worth our while to discuss the book sometime at greater length. I am
now reading—with rapt attention—~Faust II for the first time.-

Last April you wrote me that you were deeply moved by Stifter’s Das
alte Siegel although it did not leave you with an entirely clear impression.
I have now read it and it enraged me like hardly anything else by Stifter.
With this novella in mind, I have reread the lines about Stifter I sent you
previously and find them relevant, almost down to the last word. Today,
however, I want to add something else. Some time ago, a critique of
Shaw’s Mpys. Warren’s Profession led me to say that is was a mistake to
postulate anywhere a purity that exists in and of itself and needs only to
be preserved. This tenet seems to me to be important enough to supple-
ment with what follows and to apply it to Stifter. The purity of an essence
is never unconditional or absolute; it is always subject to a condition. This
condition varies according to the essence whose purity is at issue; but this
condition zever inheres in the essence itself. In other words: the purity of
every (finite) essence is not dependent on itself. The two essences to which
we primarily attribute purity are nature and children. For nature, human
language is the extrinsic condition of its purity. Since Stifter does not feel
this conditionality that fivst turns purity into purity, the beauty of his nature
descriptions is accidental or, in other words, harmonically impossible.
For, in fact, it is literarily hardly possible except in connection with the
distortedly conceived human destinies that tarnish Stifter’s works. As far
as Das alte Siegel is concerned, where destinies are in the foreground and
the issue is not even the purity of children but of adults, it must be
assumed a priori that, given this subject, Stifter’s false idea of beauty can
in no way remain concealed. The plot has some similarity with the classical
epic treatment of purity, Passifal. Both protagonists grew up in complete
innocence and both maintain a respectful silence when a question would
lead to deliverance. But not even this basic theme becomes completely
clear in Stifter, and in his novella the hero is never delivered from his
childhood purity, for this purity is conceived in absolute terms (if you
wanted to be severe, you could say it is an integral part of his character).
The man grows old with it, but never grows wise. I would have to be
thoroughly familiar with the story of Parsifal the fool to be able to develop
this comparison which, I believe, is the best heuristic principle on which
to base a critique of Stifter’s story. In any case, it is already clear that, in
every respect, the plot (not to mention the mediocrity of the form) distort-
edly peers out from the false basic idea, as if from a disease. For in this
story the characters always do, at one and the same time, what is absurd
and what is abhorrent, what is improbable and what is disagreeable. (The
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servant in his intercession, the young man at the end, the woman in
Lindenhaus) Maybe you will write me once whether you agree with my
judgment and what I base it on.

At the beginning of January, I had to write a rather lengthy paper on
romantic irony that was of absolutely no interest to me. Now I am back
to working on my dissertation. Meanwhile, I got a good bookcase that
has a back and now, to my delight, the books I have here are in good
order. If you could only come and look at them, read them, and talk to
me about them! -

I hope you will continue to find it possible to live peacefully in Berlin. -

: Most sincere regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

L. J. J. Maria de Groot (Berlin, 1918).

74. To Gerhard Scholem

March 15, 1919
Dear Gerhard,

Mr. [Wolf] Heinle is looking for a place he can go on a regular basis
for his midday meal; please be kind enough to write me where you had
yours and what it cost.

Mr. Heinle was being treated in Frankfurt by Prof. Goldstein,! who
claimed he knew you and me as well, by name only (presumably through
you?. I have been meaning to ask you how you know Prof. Goldstein.
He 1s supposed to be a good man.

Please answer both my questions. When are you bringing the Molitor
book? Why didn’t you come today?

Sincere regards.
Yours, Walter

19116. Kurt Goldstein (1878-1965) had gotten together with Scholem in Heidelberg in

75. To Ernst Schoen

April 7, 1919
Dear Mr. Schoen, ’

[...]

A few days. ago I completed a rough draft of my dissertation. It has
b‘ecome whe}t 1t was meant to be: a pointer to the true nature of romanti-
cism, of V\{hlc_h the secondary literature is completely ignorant—and even
that on%y' Lndlfectly, because I was no more allowed to get to the heart of
romanticism, 1.¢. messianism (I only dealt with its perception of art) than
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to anything else that I find very relevant. Had I attempted to ge to the
heart of romanticism, I would have cut myself off from any chance of
achieving the expected complicated and conventional scholarly attitude
that I personally distinguish from the genuine one. But I hope to have
achieved the following in this work: to deduce this state of affairs from
the inside out.
~ After taking my exams, I want to learn languages: as you know, to put
the European sphere behind me. It would be hard for me to take leave
of Europe, especially in Italy. I am counting on the future to make it
intrinsically and extrinsically feasible for me to leave Europe.' Both are
inextricably intertwined and this sometimes weighs heavily on me, because
I can’t force it; but I see leaving Europe as a necessity I will have to face.
My wife, I, and our son send our most sincere regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Scholem had made up his mind to go to Palestine; WB and his wife often considered
the -idea; see letter 83 to Hiine Caro.

76. To Gerhard Scholem
April 9, 1919
Dear Gerhard,

Stefan will accept your congratulations® at six in the evening—but no
later—and requests me to kindly invite you to an evening meal at eight.
He himself will participate in the meal if the pressing demands of sleep
do not keep him away.

Sincere regards from me and my wife.

Yours, Walter

1. On the first birthday of WB’s son.

77. To Ernst Schoen
[Bern]
[May 1919]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

Your short letter has given me an intimate sense of what your life must
be like. It is sad that we are no more able to communicate and make real
for each other our difficulties and suffering than we are total happiness.
Total happiness is less common: but it is a matter of being a whole person
in one’s happiness and seeing the whole person in his happiness. Thus I
have seen that you are not happy, yet I feel a kinship with your struggle
as well as close to it. Whenever I behold the beautiful drama and see that
it does not drag people into self-destructive behavior under the guise of
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satisfaction, I love the need for freedom about which you write. I was
forced to view this kind of self-destruction for two months—for me, it is
the most shocking kind, but ultimately also the most chilling. I will put
it down in writing for you because I can no longer conceive of fulfilling
the desire you expressed some time ago that I introduce him to you: I
am referring to Wolf Heinle. The time he spent visiting us resulted in a
negative decision for our relationship. Sometime I will no doubt be able
to tell you what else was involved in how this all came about.

Alfred [Cohn] has written me. I was delighted to get his letter because
it seemed to indicate that he has at least temporarily shelved his totally
weird and drastic plan to become a grade-school teacher. This was a
decision I had not welcomed as ke first one of Alfred’s new life. He now
writes very simply that he is waiting, that he is attending lectures at the
university, including Husserl’s.

It will be difficult for me to let you know anything about my work
right away because, of course, it has been temporarily shelved due to my
exams. What I have to do now is simply study in the most methodical
way, because the fewer connections I have to the examiners, the more
difficult the exam will be for me. If I could talk to you about the disserta-
tion, I would be delighted. It is still too much a part of me to put it into
your hands when you are so far away. I have written an esoteric epilogue
for it for those with whom I would have to share it as #y work.! At some
point I want to give it to you along with this epilogue, once we no
longer live so far apart. I also do not have even one copy to spare just
now—although I am sending one to my parents. In any case, I am unable
to make up my mind to send it yet, and would like to wait. I have just
handed in part of it to my professor, who may not pay enough attention
to it to be able to spare me difficulties. The structure of the work makes
great demands on the reader as, in part, does its prose. Enough of this.
You will notice from my letters when I am again involved in my own
work.

At this time, you would more readily notice something else from them:
My son is very ill. [ . . . ] In his illness, he is extremely sweet and
endearing. Given these circumstances, I am asking you to forgive me for
presenting you only with what you now see before you and with some-
thing so incoherent. A letter from you would make me very happy.

My wife sends her most sincere regards.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. The reference is to the final chapter of the published version, “Die frilhromantische
Kunsttheorie und Goethe,” [Early romantic art theory and Goethe] into which WB inte-
grated many things that at that time gave him food for thought.
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78. To Gerhard Scholem
June 15, 1919
Dear Gerhard,

Thursday evening is fine with us. Please come at seven o’clock.

To my great dismay and anger, I heard from Munich today that Noeg-
gerath is in prison charged with high treason.! Please, if it’s at all possible,
get some more specific information about this from your acquaintances
in Munich, if you still have any there. Mr. Heinle, who told me about
the situation, is not staying on in Munich. Everything elsc also confirms
the existence of a most ominous state of affairs. For example, why don’t
you take a look at the Republik, which does not seem to be exaggerating.

Best regards.
Yours, Walter

1. Noeggerath was for a short time a member of the Lipp government.

79. To Gerhard Scholem
Iseltwald
July 19, 1919
Dear Gerhard,

Many thanks for your birthday greetings. It was a very nice day—we
are no longer so terribly worried about Stefan. He still has a temperature
but there are hardly any symptoms associated with it. We therefore cele-
brated to our hearts’ content on the 15th, and I was able to enjoy my
many lovely gifts. It is hardly necessary for me to single out your gift of
the Avé-Lallemant as having particularly pleased me.! I am sure to get a
lot out of the book. Incidentally, you told me earlier that the linguistic
section was missing from the revision or new edition. However, reading
the prologue to the entire work, I see that it is still supposed to be
published—but with significant changes.

Other books also gave me a great deal of pleasure—Dora presented
me with a great many French books. You will of course get to sce every-
thing when you come. Please: on Tuesday. Connections: the train to
Boningen (change at the Interlaken-East station); from Boningen, a ship.
Arrival here at 9:30. Time till 5 in the evening when you’ll leave here by
steamship to arrive in Bern the same evening (at 10:13). If you leave here
at 8 in the evening, you of course won’t manage to get to Bern, but you'll
still get as far as Thun. (The 8 o’clock ship only sails on Tuesday and
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Saturday.) Unfortunately, you can’t spend the night with us this time.
But please come! Why can’t I have the Lessing? I hope that, in the mean-
time, you have received the Agnon book? from Bloch.?
Sincere regards from Dora and me.
Yours, Walter
Naturally, you won’t mention my exams to your mother!*

1. The new edition of Avé-Lallemant’s work, Das deutsche Gaunertum (1914).

2. S. 7. Agnon, And the Crooked Becomes Stragght, translated from the Hebrew by Max
Strauf} (Berlin, 1918). :

3. Emnst Bloch, whom Scholem visited in Interlaken.

4. WB’s impending Ph.D. exams.

‘80. To Ernst Schoen

[Iselewald]
[July 24, 1919]
Dear Mr. Schoen,

I really enjoyed your last letter. I hope your mood of self-confidence,
full of courageous plans, has sustained itself and acted as a charm against
the weather, the need to keep body and soul together, and other everyday
annoyances. We are being violently besieged by them here, in conjunction
with a persistent, oppressive, and humid west wind. My son is not recov-

* ering, even though his condition is not getting any worse. My wife is

suftering terribly as a result of the pressure she has been under for months,
in addition to not getting the rest we hoped for; anemia and severe weight
loss. Over the last six months, I myself have developed an aversion to
noise and have need of a room with walls covered in leather and with
heavy double doors for my work (the ravings of wishful thinking!). There-
fore, I have not yet been able to take on important projects that I see
clearly before me in terms of their necessity and, in part, in terms of their
content. In the past few days, I have turned once more to the Baudelaire
translation. I really would like to sec some samples from it attractively
published in a journal sometime, in order to test their value. This is a
wish I may be able to fulfill at some point. Otherwise, the important
projects that have been making demands on my time for quite a while
without avail are reviews.

We intend to send Stefan to my in-laws as soon as possible so that we
can recuperate here for a time in peace and quiet. Since I have been here,
I have read only French books. I was seized by a great desire to immerse
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myself in the contemporary French intellectual movement, but without
ever losing the awareness of being an outside observer. I am reading
indiscriminately, just to get a feel for things; thus I would be all the more
grateful to you for some pointers. First I read Crépet’s commendable
Baudelaire biography; it is the model of a purely biographical treatment.
It opens your eyes to how the man’s work surpasses his life in a totally
transcendent way (and in a different way than is usually the case). Then
I read an extravagant piece of rubbish by Paul and Victor Margueritte.
Additionally, Farrere’s Black Opium [Fumée dopium). As you see, indis-
criminate—reading whatever happens to fall into my lap. But it is neces-
sary to do this for a while in order to assimilate insights and pointers (for
which I ask you once more) with that much more understanding. I sub-
scribe to the Nouvelle vevue frangaise. A lot in it is still opaque to me and
has a tendentious obscurity, even though its German analogue might be
penetrable to the point of triteness. I am making some progress in clarify-
ing it. I believe that journals are pretty much of value only for the for-
eigner—Goethe, by the way, acted in accordance with this practical
knowledge. Beyond that, however, I hope to discover something plainly
and substantially worthwhile. For example, the Revue is publishing parts
of Péguy’s essay on Descartes, that was among his papers. Finally, I am
reading with the greatest interest and obvious impartiality what men like
Gide have to say about Germany. I believe I am discovering a delightful
loyalty among the members of this circle, but do not yet have a clear
understanding of it. In the things I have been reading, there is a point of
contact for me with some strand of the “present,” which I simply cannot
attain vis-a-vis anything German.—Are you by any chance familiar with
Jammes’s latest writings?

In view of your new circumstances, I have a small proposition I would
like to make right away. I would be happy if something good came out
of it for the participants, especially for you. You will have heard of Mrs.
Emmy Hennings,! with whom we socialized in Bern. Her thirteen-year-
old daughter Annemarie has been painting for two or three years. I con-
sider almost all of her paintings highly interesting as documents. At the
very least, our interest in her is like that we take in exact accounts of
dreams or in an absolutely precise description of a person’s fleeting state
of mind. This of course amounts to nothing less than an artistic standard
but, for all that, corresponds fairly precisely to the better part of expres-
sionism, which, I believe, is nothing other than just that (and from which,
in any case, I must by all means exclude three great painters: Chagall,
Klee, Kandinsky). What I mean by this is that these paintings, whose
subject is mostly people shown with what seem to be either demons or
angels, would at this time be sure to attract extremely lively interest from
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the public, if T have a relatively accurate notion of the Berlin public’s
mindset and desire for sensation. Additional factors are, first, the mother’s
name, which is extremely well known among the literati; second, the
child’s paintings have been exhibited with other children’s paintings in
Zurich. A number of paintings were also sold there, among them some
of Annemaric Henning’s. Under favorable circumstances, they could be
exhibited in Berlin with other children’s paintings. This is the exoteric,
business side of the matter.

The more serious thing (if perhaps the less important in terms of our
intentions) is that some of these paintings seem to me to be very valuable,
even in terms of a strict standard. These paintings not only evince a new
documentary content, as is the case with the other paintings, but also
exhibit an extremely original self-assurance and precision. Indeed, what
they exhibit comes close to being a new and justified technique for certain
art_istic subjects (ghosts). T am unable to say anything more in writing.
With these words, I am not trying to canonize a budding talent before
the fact—on the contrary, I consider it problematical whether this activity
will last beyond puberty (in some respects, it is already abating). But what
there is of it is quite interesting, primarily in comparison with all the
other innumerable children’s drawings with which I am familiar. We
bought fourteen of her paintings, and had to do without some very nice
ones that the girl’s mother did not want to give up.

Maybe Mr. Méller will organize an exhibition, “Children’s Expression-
ist Paintings.” This would prove to be a real draw, wouldn’t it? Or else

-he is interested only in the paintings under discussion. [--]

[ ... ] As much as I hope you will come, I fear that doing so will not
be made ecasier for you by Mr. [Simon] Guttmann’s offer, if you are
relying on him for anything other than, for example, removing the diffi-
culties associated with the mail, which are not insurmountable in any case.
Should your trip become possible nonetheless, you will somehow manage
to find the way to spend more time visiting us. [ . . . ]

On my birthday my wife delighted me with, among other things, a
gift of some very nice books. They are mostly French: France, Philippe,
Verlaine’s complete works, Balzac (I am very happy that I now own the
complete Scenes of Pavisian Life [Vie parisienne]), Suaréz [sic), a complete
copy of Remarque’s journal, of which, as the publisher and sole contribu-
tor, he published twelve volumes during the war. I received a kilim car-
pet, which makes my room look very beautiful. A Persian pillow came

- with it.

Concluding my studies with the doctoral examination was no problem
for me. It was necessary to do so out of consideration for my family. Your
situation is doubtless different. But, without being a student, can you use
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German libraries, if only within the narrow limits that have been set for
students? I don’t know. And you would have to consider taking the uni-
versity qualifying exam purely for the sake of this advantage, if it were
impossible to get it any other way. I am unable to judge whether, beyond
this, purely social reasons, as well as the practical ones having to do with
your need to earn a living, make the title necessary for you. Isn’t contem-
porary society—and thus its codex—very unstable? Are you also thinking
of somehow being appointed a university lecturer?
I have never read Poetry and Experience [Das Evlebnis und die Dichtung)]
in its entirety. To be precise, I read only the Holderlin section when I
was still in school and gave my talk about Hélderlin in Tonndorf’s class.
I do not know whether you heard it. And I am not at all inclined to
blame you for my unproductive reading. I did have to read Dilthey’s Ideen
zu einer beschveibenden und zevgliedernden Psychologie very carefully for my
exams and found it completely useless. The most significant things by
Diithey will turn out to be the long treatises in Weltanschanung und
Analyse des Menschen im 15ten und 16ten Jahvhundert. But thus far I have
been able to manage only a cursory look at them. Yet it may well be that
such immense erudition is required in order to read him with the necessary
control and overall perspective that, on the basis of this immense erudi-
tion, somebody would have more important things to say than he does.
This is a guess based on my minimal knowledge.
oo
[ Most sincere regards and many thanks for your best wishes.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. Hennings and Hugo Ball lived in the house next door.

81. To Gerhard Scholem
Klosters
September 15, 1919
Decar Gerhard,

I am not in a position to actually inaugurate our correspondence with
this letter! because of a certain constraint attributable to a misfortune that
refuses to abate and to my very uncertain prospects. But, with this letter,
I would simply like to propose to you that we begin corresponding. I
myself have only one question for you, which is whether you can enlighten

; me about a problem in number theory that came to mind at the zenith
~of a night full of worries.

[...]
I have been intensively reading the book by [Ernst] Bloch? for a week

and may publicly point out what is praiseworthy in it for the sake of the
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author, not the book. Unfortunately, not everything in it is deserving of
approval. Indeed, sometimes it leaves me overcome with impatience. The
author has certainly already transcended the book. I have again read some
things by Péguy. In this instance, I feel that I am being addressed by an
unbelievably kindred spirit. Might I be permitted to say that nothing writ-
ten has ever impressed me so very much because of how close it is to me,
because of my feeling of oneness with it. Of course a lot of things have
shaken me more; this touches me, not because of its sublimity, but because
of its kinship to me. Immense melancholy that has been mastered.
Bloch cites the Zohar:® “Know that there is a twofold way of looking
at all worlds. The one reveals their exteriority, that is to say, general laws
of the worlds in terms of their external form. The other reveals the inner

‘being of the worlds, that is to say, the essence of human souls. As a

consequence, there are also two degrees of doing, works and rituals of
prayer; works must be accomplished for the worlds in regard to their
exteriority, but. prayers in order to make the one world part of the other
and to lift it upward.” I have never read anything about prayer that would
have been enlightening, as this.*
How are you doing? Please write.

Our most sincere regards.
Yours, Walter

1. Scholem returned to Germany at the beginning of September.

2. Spirit of Utopia. Bloch and WB met in Bern in 1918.

3. Ar the end of the book. The passage (first reproduced by Molitor) does not come
from the Zohar, but from a work of the Safed kabbalists.

4. Seen in the context of the very sparse use of commas in these early letters, this
punctuation proves that the phrase should not be editorially emended to read “more enlight-
ening than.”

82. To Ernst Schoen
Klosters
September 19, 1919
Dear Mr. Schoen,

It would be very sad if my last letter to you—written in July—had
been lost in the mail. It contained the answers to your various questions:
the visit to Switzerland, the matter of the art venture, and gave you some
information about me. Or is there another reason for your silence? I hope
that no adverse changes have occurred in your circumstances and that it
is not “simply” a matter of your not being well.

In any case, nothing will stop me from again writing you a few words
about myself, not even the fact that I have not succeeded in completing
anything that I would be pleased to report to you. When you always
report only bad news about your own external circumstances to certain
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people, after a while it almost becomes a transgression against them. Inter-
nally, however, things look a lot brighter and therefore I want to start
with that. I have done a lot of thinking on my own and, in so doing,
have conceived of ideas that are so clear that I hope to be able to write
them down soon. They concern politics. In many respects—not only in
this one—a friend’s book has proven useful. He is the only person of
consequence I have gotten to know in Switzerland thus far. His compan-
ionship was even more useful than his book, because in conversation he
so often challenged my rejection of every contemporary political trend that
he ultimately forced me to immerse myself in these matters, something I
hope was worthwhile. I still am unable to divulge any of my thoughts on
this topic. The book is called Spirit of Utopia [Geist der Utopie] by Ernst
Bloch. It exhibits enormous deficiencies. Nonetheless, I am indebted to
the book for much that is substantive, and the author is ten times better
than his book. You may be satisfied to hear that this is nevertheless the
only book on which, as a truly contemporaneous and contemporary utter-
ance, I can take my own measure. Because: the author stands alone and
philosophically stands up for his cause, while almost everything we read
today of a philosophical nature written by our contemporaries is derivative
and adulterated. You can never get a handle on its moral center and, at
the most, it leads you to the origin of the evil that it itself represents.

I have read a few good books. I would be very interested in whether
you are familiar with one of them, namely Gide’s Strait Is the Gate [La
porte étroite]. Your opinion? What I admire in it is its serious, wonderful
animation. It contains “movement” in the most sublime sense of the word,
like few books, almost like The Idior.! His jewish® seriousness speaks to
me as to a kindred spirit. Nonetheless, the whole appears refracted as in
a dark medium, in the materiality of a narrow, ascetically Christian event
in the foreground, vividly transcended a thousand times over by the intent
of the internal event, which thus remains fundamentally unchanged as if
it were not alive. I have also read Baudelaire’s Avzificial Paradise. It is an
extremely reticent, nonoriented attempt to monitor the “psychological”
phenomena that manifest themselves in hashish or opium highs for what
they have to teach us philosophically. It will be necessary to repeat this
attempt independently of this book.? But its beauty and value lie in the
author’s childlike innocence and purity, which emanate from this work
more clearly than from his others.—Goethe’s correspondence with Count
Reinhardt, the French ambassador to Germany, is very beautiful because
of its human warmth and aristocratic distance, which remained the same
for twenty-five years. In this communication between very unequal indi-
viduals, totally unequal in terms of their significance, the reader is aware
of an amazing, extremely noble and imperturbable confidence in the tone
with which they speak about each other and to each other. Various excur-
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suses could be appended to the theme “correspondence.” First, one con-
cerning the great extent to which correspondence is undervalued because
it is placed in conjunction with the totally slanted concept of the work
and authorship, whereas it belongs in the sphere of “testimony” whose
relationship to a subject is just as unimportant as the relationship of any
kind of pragmatically historical testimony (inscription) to the personality
of its author. “Testimony” is a part of the history of how a person Zves
on, and precisely how this afterlife, with its own history, is embedded in
life can be studied on the basis of correspondence. The exchange of letters
characteristically takes shape in the mind of posterity (whereas the single
letter, in regard to its author, may lose something of its life): as letters
are read consecutively with only the briefest intervals, they change objec-
tively, from within their living selves. Their life moves to a different
rthythm than the recipients’ lives at the time of writing, and they change
in other ways too. A second reflection that comes to mind: nowadays
there are many people who are losing their sense for letter writing. Letters
&y anybody at all are being senselessly published. Whereas in the middle
of the previous century, when important correspondence was sensibly
edited, like, for example, the exchange I mentioned or the one between
Goethe and Knebel (which I also own), no one provided footnotes. Foot-
notes cause these documents to lose so much, to lose life, just like a person
who is being leeched. They become pale. Nowadays, however, these
books are neither being reprinted nor are they appearing in new editions
because, as things stand, they are just there and thus are still waiting for
the time when they will come into their own.—My most important liter-
ary acquaintance, about whom I have probably already written you and
with whom I still need to deal much more extensively, is Charles Péguy,
an acquaintance mediated by the Nouvelle revue frangaise. More about that
some other time. Best of all, in a personal conversation. It would be
wonderful if we could see each other again. But it is impossible for me
to consider a trip to Germany at the present time. Would it be possible
for you to visit Austria sometime during the winter? I hope to have, if
not my books, at least my manuscripts there. When am I going to hear
from you again? I would be grateful for any news.
[...]

We both send our most sincere regards.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. WB wrote the critique that completes these thoughts at that time. It was published
in Schriften 2:271-73.

2. WB uses the word here as a categorical designation. He knew that Gide was not a
Jew.

3. WB took an interest in this phenomenon years later when he placed himself at the
disposal of a doctor he knew, Ernst Joel, for experiments in this area.
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83. To Hiine Caro

[Breitenstein]
[ca. November 20, 1919]
Dear Hiine Caro,

In response to your letter, I want to write you a few words immedi-
ately, although my correspondence has been suspended because I do not
have even my writing desk with me. Your letter reached me in Austria
where my aunt! owns a sanitorium three hours from Vienna. This is
where we all are now. But my wife is in Vienna at the moment, where
she is making an effort to get our luggage . . .

We are hardly in a position to announce our plans for the immediate
future. The only thing certain is that I will begin my research for my
habilitation dissertation as soon as possible;> and in any case I am re-
turning to Switzerland in the spring, but—for how long? with my wife?
with my son? Even I do not know the answer to any of these questions
yet.—Will you be going to Palestine?® Under certain, not entirely un-
likely, conditions I am ready, not to say determined, to go. The Jews here
in Austria (the respectable ones who do not make any money) speak of
nothing else.

What will you do if you leave Switzerland? Is your esteemed mother
still there or are you alone? I can imagine the conflict you have to live
with, whether to earn the bitter bread of exile in Switzerland or to pick
up crusts from the street in Germany. This question may also become
relevant for us. My son is well, my wife is not. We had some difficult
weeks during the summer because of another bout of illness and an en-
tirely unexpected visit from my parents;* but at the end we spent some
pleasant weeks in Lugano. \

We are going to stay up here for another few weeks and then will
probably go to Vienna.

I would like to speak with you again. But you will probably not go to
Austria under any circumstances; we are unable to invite anybody.

Most sincere regards from me and my wife.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. In reality, an aunt of his wife, Dora. .

2. Herbertz had offered WB the opportunity to get his postdoctoral degree in philoso-
phy in Bern. This proved to be unrealizable already in 1920 because of inflation.

3. Caro, in fact, later went to Palestine.

4. In Iseltwald.
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84. To Gerhard Scholem

Breitenstein
November 23, 1919
Dear Gerhard,

Delighted to receive your letter! And there is a lot to say so that we
can again establish contact between our thoughts. Naturally, especially
when I write you, I feel that my prospects are wintry, in the botanical
sense of the word; in the literal sense, I have not come into bloom because
I must somehow close myself off so as not to suffer from my deficient
working conditions and various living conditions. I continually wait for
books from Vienna; my father-in-law’ writes me that everything is cur-
rently out on loan, and what I had taken along to tide me over has gone
astray—a hefty book about Goethe’s writings on metamorphosis, my copy
of Baudelaire, as well as other things. (Not, of course, my translation. )
Who knows how we will extricate ourselves from these difficulties. If the
things should fail to show up or if the railroad does not pay a very big
indemnity, it will be quite a financial loss. Scheerbart’s Lesabéndio is also
on the missing list. I am telling you about this because I can predict that
you, as the person who gave it to me,? are interested in its fate, as well
as in its deserved resurrection, and I am already asking you if you would
be kind enough to look around for its possible “resurrection in the flesh.”
Spiritually it went through a second metamorphosis with me in that I
wrote the prolegomena to a second critique of Lesabéndio in Lugano.
After that, I wanted to read it again (which is why I took it along when
I came here) and then begin the longer essay in which I intended to prove
that Pallas is the best of all worlds. The temporary loss of the book has
not only impeded this plan but, based on my discussion with Herbertz,
I mainly see that I must immediately look around for a project for my
habilitation dissertation, which only a short time ago I had not anticipated
doing.

Congratulations on the Billionir.®> 1 was introduced to my father-in-
law’s library in Vienna. It may indeed have some things on Judaica that
would interest you, but it has lost almost all of its previous glory (a first.
edition of Descartes’s collected works, among other things) to theft, to
the most careless lending practices (!), and to the sale of some items. My
father-in-law is making me a gift of the Akademie edition of Kant’s works,
at least those parts of it that are still to be found in his library. Also a
Latin Agrippa von Nettesheim, which, however, I will be able to read
only with the help of a German translation.—1I have a favor to ask of you,
namely, would you be so kind as to inquire immediately at your Munich
bookdealer’s about Borchardt’s Swinburne translation published by Insel
and to have a hard-bound copy (ca. 40 marks) sent to my address here
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as soon as it appears, or immediately . . . Since I would like to give it to
Dora as a present, you will be doing me a great service by taking care of
this for me. I won’t order it in Vienna because, given the laziness of the
people there, I fear they would delay until the 600 copies, for which I
assume there will be a great demand, are no longer available.—I will make
note of Weltenmantel und Himmelszelt.* By the way, the title had piqued
my interest before you mentioned it. How much does the book cost?

During the summer the name of a “Professor” Noeggerath, with a wife
and son, from Freiburg, was listed for several weeks running among the
names of foreign authors published by Zuoz in the Engadine. I really
would like to know whether this (for I cannot imagine it to be otherwise)
is the genius who, according to this list, was an adjunct professor or
privatdocent in Freiburg.’ You could probably find this out easily.

[...]

I have not worked terribly much the past summer, but have seen some
magnificent things. In one day, we made the crossing from Thusis over
the St. Bernhardin to Bellinzona by post chaise and thus, on this one day,
saw some truly magnificent and beautiful things, since the journey took
place during the most magnificent weather. For the most part, everything
was also wonderful for us in Lugano. I wrote an essay there, “Fate and
Character” [“Schicksal und Charakter”], which I put in the final form
here. It contains what I said to you about fate and character in Lungern.®
I will publish it immediately if the opportunity presents itself. To be sure,
not in a journal, but only in an almanac or something similar.—My plan
to write a review of Bloch’s Spirit of Utopia, which had not been realized
but was to have been carried out here, has now also come to naught since
- the book, with all my preparatory marginalia, is missing. By the way,
Bloch himself is still in Interlaken and will be in Germany on business for
at most a short time.

What is the status of your seminar paper for Biumker? I would be
keenly interested in everything you could, for example, tell me about
Lehmann’ and what kind of things go on in his class. I am amazed that
he 1s stll mentally sound. To be sure, his moral character does not seem
to be of the highest caliber. Is he giving readings in his apartment again?
It is now becoming important for me to know your father’s estimate of
what it will cost to print my dissertation. On a separate sheet, I have
provided you with specifics, which I hope will suffice, and if necessary I
would submit a typewritten page. (Francke will presumably publish it.
Yet naturally I have to pay for the printing.) I place no value on an
especially large typeface. On the contrary, it can be printed in a typeface
as small as is respectable. On the other hand, I do want good paper (no
glossy paper). I prefer gothic type, especially for the small print of antiqua.
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I believe Francke will be agreeable to having 1,000-1,200 copies
printed. [ ... ]

Please excuse my handwriting. Most of the letter was written while I
was lying down. If you could tell me something about Biumker,?® I would
be very interested. Will something new by Agnon (in translation) appear
soon?

That’s all for today, except for our most sincere regards.

Yours, Walter

. Professor Leon Kellner, Anglicist and publisher of Theodor HerzPs works and diaries.
- The book had been Scholem’s wedding present to WB.

Another book by Scheerbart, Rakkax der Billionir.

- By Robert Eisler (1909), whom Scholem had mer.

This was not the case.

. Schriften 1:31-39.

. Walter Lehmann, the Americanist, who was interpreting Mayan hymns at the time.
. Clemens Biumker, a great light in the field of medieval philosophy, under whom
Scholem planned to get his doctorate.

©O N U W~

85. To Ernst Schoen
Breitenstein am Semmering
December 5, 1919
Dear Mr. Schoen,

Our last letters crossed in the mail; I believe I sent mine from Klosters.
Based on the long silence that ensued, neither of us will have concluded
that the other is faring well. In my case, this letter means quite precisely
that I have finally found a moment to collect my thoughts, because it is
only a few hours since I have been in a room that does not interfere with
thinking. And how are you? Are you being well taken care of? We were
saddened to hear that your hopes had been dashed; people like us are
being engulfed by a pregnant darkness. I am confident that we will over-
come this and, freed from a nightmare, see it dissipate. I had seen it
coming for too long—despite all appearances, even of my own circum-
stances—as the response of nature (of which contemporary society is only
one part) to our life. Now my father is writing me letters full of advice.
For the time being, Ill just wait and see.

We are not bad off here as guests at a sanatorium that belongs to one
of my wife’s aunts. We are not lacking for anything and have a warm
room at our disposal, which we made quite livable today. My son is here
with a nanny and my wife has time to herself, as well as peace and quiet.
But four weeks passed very differently before we were able to look at
things the way we do now. After a sometimes perilous trip from the Swiss
border to Vienna, we received the news that the carriage containing all
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the luggage we had not left behind in Switzerland had gone missing. But
after four weeks we are again in possession of those things that were not
damaged; the carriage had been sent to Budapest by mistake.—We spent
some very beautiful, if not always untroubled, days in Lugano. It was a
very warm October. By post chaise we crossed the St. Bernhardin pass
from Klosters into Tessin via Thusis—the Via Mala—in one day and
saw one of the most magnificent Alpine passes under the clearest sky
imaginable—this is a region to which there is still no access by rail and
which is, therefore, less known. There are some mountains near Lugano
with very unusual and wonderful views. We sent a postcard with a picture
of the most beautiful of them, the Monte Generose, to Jula. You may
have seen it.

I am beginning work on a lengthy review of Ernst Blochs Spirit of
Utopia, this book is by someone I got to know in Switzerland and about
whom 1 probably wrote you. I mean to publish the review. Likewise, I
hope to be able to publish an essay I wrote in Lugano, “Fate and Charac-
ter.” I consider it to be one of my best essays.! I also wrote the prolegom-
ena to my new review of Lesabéndio® and a review of Gide’s Strait Is the
Gate there. When I think of this and other things, my intense desire to
meet with you again is redoubled. I must add that you have less reason
than anyone to write me that your friends do not need you; I hope a
meeting in the foreseeable future will prove to you in what sense I need
you. As long as I am up here, of course, I am inaccessible. Being a guest
myself, I am unable to invite anybody. I will write you as soon as I have
an opportunity. It is not clear what the immediate future holds in store
for me. Contrary to my wildest expectations, the prospect of an opportu-
nity to work for my habilitation has opened up for me in Bern. But I will
not be able to accept such an opportunity unless my wife finds a position
that is appropriate in terms of the nature of the work and the salary and
would enable us to stay on in Switzerland. A ministerial post would be
best. You probably never get to hear of such openings? In any case, at
the end of winter I want to go to Switzerland, if at all possible with my
wife, in order to talk with the professor about my habilitation and the
habilitation dissertation, whose topic has not yet been set. On the other
hand, my parents want to see our child before long and we are therefore
also considering a visit to Germany in the spring. Given these circum-
stances, for the time being there can be no talk of establishing a permanent
household and we are likely to run into difficulties in our daily life.

I also plan to read the Curtius book you mention.? After all, at present
it is the only thing on the topic. Of course the conjunction of authors
mentioned in the title in the same breath as Romain Rolland already
shows that it is uninformed. The Nouvelle vevue frangaise has reprinted a
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large number of important works that were out of print and I would like
to get hold of some of them for myself. A four-act drama by Claudel, T#e
Humiliation of the Father [Le pérve humilié), recently appeared in the jour-
nal. T haven’t the slightest idea of what to make of it. Otherwise I am not
familiar with Claudel. I can get all kinds of things here, since Vienna has
a really excellent lending library. T am just finishing an extraordinarily
splendid novel by Galsworthy, The Patrician.

I hope my letter will move you to send me some news of yourself]
r'egardless of your current circumstances. My wife and I send our most
sincere regards. Stefan is well.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. The essay appeared in the first issue of Argonauten (1921).

2. Lesabéndio by Paul Scheerbart (Munich, 1913) was one of the latest literary works
that WB valued most highly. His review is identical to the unfortunately lost essay on the
true politician, which is often referred to in the following letters.

3. Emst Robert Curtius, Die litevarischen Wegbereiter des neuen Framkyeich (1919).

86. To Gerhard Scholem
Breitenstein
anu

Dear Gerhard, Jonuary 13, 1920
Dora will write thanking you for the gift; T would just like to let you
know immediately how much pleasure the story has given me. Based on
the beauty of both the story and the language, I must conclude that your
translation' is perfect. I am extremely cager to hear the “remarkable”
thin'gs you promise to tell me in connection with the story? because I did
notice that there must have been something special about such sublime
material, treated in such an unpretentious and consummate way.—If you
only knew Dora’s love for all stories about extremely small creatures—or
did she tell you the Chinese story about the small hunting dog? What 1

first admired in the story you sent me was how the poet, without changing

Gadiel, succeeds in producing out of Gadiels initial insignificant corpo-
refihty the second powerful one in which Gadiel gains status.—The other
fairy tales that turned up here as birthday presents are goyish. They gave
us great pleasure nonetheless since we discovered in them a source for
our favorite collection of fairy tales, Godin’s.3 It is a work by Armndt, in a
new edition published by Miiller,* probably only the third edition since
the first one appeared in the last century. The edition must be Very rare,
since I had neither heard of it nor seen the book before I held it in my
hand and bought it.—We would be happy for every line of your Agnon
translations: What is the situation with the poem?$
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My current project is a lengthy review of Spirit of Utapia for a periodi-
cal. The review will let the many good and excellent things speak for
themselves, but will diagnose the constitutional defects and weaknesses in
completely esoteric language; the whole thing will have an academic for-
mat, because this is the only way to do justice to the book. In view of the

{ | fact that the review may require me to come to terms with expressionism, I
" read Kandinsky’s Concerning the Spivitual in Art, and Painting in Particu-
L lar. This book fills me with the highest esteem for its author, just as his
paintings elicit my admiration. It is probably the only book on expression-
ism devoid of gibberish; not, of course, from the standpoint of a philoso-
. phy, but from that of a doctrine of painting.

We will probably be in Berlin at the beginning of March, then after
four weeks move close to Munich, where we will stay until the sitnation
in Switzerland has been cleared up, and then leave or stay depending on
how it turns out. The decision, at least the provisional one, depends not
only (even if to a significant extent) on the question of money but also
on how the work on my habilitation dissertation shapes up. All that exists
of the dissertation is my intention to work on a particular topic; that is,
a research project that falls within the sphere of the larger question of the
relatxonshlp between word and concept (language and logos). Given the
immense difficulties inherent in the project, for the time being I am look-
ing for literature that can no doubt be found only under the rubric of
scholasticism or works about scholasticism. In the first case at least, the
Latin is going to be a tough nut to crack. I would be extraordinarily
grateful to you for any bibliographical references you can give me on the
basis of this information. Conditions in the Vienna library are so bad
that, first, I can get hardly any books and, second, can find hardly any in
the catalog. Have you ever given any thought to this topic? If we could
just write each other about it, that would be ineredzbly helpful to me. You
may share my view that the foundation of logic must be sought among
the many abysses of this problem.—Please write me what the story is
with the S. Friedlinder book.® The same about Biumker; you never tire
of announcing upcoming informative reports about him, but I never get
to see a single line about him.

We never considered staying in Austria for a whole year and now, of
all times, we have confronted the same familiar and deplorable conditions
in Vienna, which make staying there difficult. We would not consider
staying in Austria, whether in the city or the country, because of the
impossible Vienna library alone.—Only our furniture has an apartment
in Seeshaupt; we don’t.

Many thanks to your brother [Reinhold] for giving me an estimate of
the printing costs; should I agree to them—which still depends on several

1920 o 157

bits of information—I will naturally write him. Best thanks for the issues
of Der Jude. I now urgently request you to send me a copy of the note
on analogy and relationship. I am enclosing “Fate and Character.” I must
expressly ask you not to pass it on or to read it to anybody. On the other
hand, if you want you can keep the carbon copy, which is unfortunately
of poor quality.

I must make the following official announcement: Mr. Stefan, cand.
phil., has assumed his diplomatic duties and has become the representative
of the subjugated peoples of Putzikullen and Abramolchen in peace nego-
tiations at our court. Whatever other subjugated peoples there are, must
continue to rely on your representation.’

Kraft informed us of his engagement to Miss Erna Halle.®

Please write very soon. Most sincere regards.

Yours, Walter

1. S.J. Agnon, “The Tale of Rabbi Gadiel, the Child,” Der Jude 5 (1920).

2. When translating this story, Scholem had quite unexpectedly come upon its source
in kabbalistic literature. .

3. Amélie Godin (i.e. Linz) (1824-1904). She published the following collections,
among others: Mirchen: Von einer Mutter evdacht (1858), Neue Mirchen (1869), and
Mirchenbuch (1874).

4. E. M. Amdt, Mérchen und Jugenderinnerungen (Munich, 1913).

5. Scholem ar this time produced a series of such translations, which were published in
Der Jude. The translation of an extremely melancholy Agnon poem remained unpublished.

6. Schipferische Indiffevenz (Munich, 1918).

7. Scholem was accustomed to present himself as the “representative of subjugated
peoples.”

8. Toni Halle’s sister.

87. To Ernest Schoen
February 2, 1920
Dear Mr. Schoen,

We were very happy to hear you report in your most recent letter that
your life has taken a turn for the better. I hope that, in the meantime,
you have acquired the peace and quiet necessary to do your own work.
Based on what you have intimated, I can hardly wait to know more about
it. First, of course, because it is the expression of your thoughts; but also
for another reason. Namely, T am very interested in the principle underly-
ing your extensive project on literary criticism: the entire area between
art and phﬂosophy per se, which is actually a term I use only to designate
thinking that is, at the very least, essentially systematic. There must of
course be an absolutely fundamental principle of literary genre that en-
compasses such great works as Petrarch’s dialogue on contempt of the
world, Nietzsche’s aphorisms, or Péguy’s works. This question has now
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been brought home to me, on the one hand because of Péguy’s works
and, on the other, because of the process of becoming and struggle
through which a young man of my acquaintance is going. Beyond that,
I am becoming aware of criticism’s primary reason for existence and its
primary value for my own projects as well. Art criticism, whose founda-
tions have interested me in this sense, is only a subset of the larger domain.

I am unable to get much done here. This is due in part to my surround-
ings, from which I am unfortunately unable to isolate myself entirely—
more in terms of internal than external factors. But even more because
the Vienna library has left me completely in the lurch. I had been counting
on the library when I left my scholarly books behind in Bern along with
all the others, because for good reason I had no confidence in the shipping
facilities. I have completed the only project I tackled here, the review of
Spirit of Utopia which you mention in your letters, perhaps not entirely
without the irony I looked for in what you said, because I enjoy it. Didn’t
you feel, even mean, that the book makes you suspicious precisely because
of its plethora of explanations and because they are facile? I hope you will
soon be able to see my review in print:! highly detailed, highly academic,
highly and decidedly laudatory, highly and esoterically critical. I wrote
it—I hope—in gratitude to the author, who pleaded with me to do so.
I did it because I am linked to him by a predisposition, the reason for
which I also find in some of the book’s central ideas, although it is hardly
the pure medium of our relationship. For I admit that, as I said, in some
of its important explanations it corresponds to my own convictions, but
never to my conception of philosophy. It is diametrically opposed to that.
But the author transcends his book, more than he knows. Whether he

- will succeed in expressing himself philosophically in this sense is the cru-

{cial question for him. The book’s content is everywhere muddied by the
author’s need to express himself. Therefore, as much as I vouch for its
author, I would never want it to come between me and the people who
are close to me. In the review, you will see what the positive things are
for which T am indebted to the book, as well as the way in which my
thinking ultimately distances itself from it. This essay was a project requir-
ing three months of preparation. It was that difficult for me to fathom
the book completely.

In the last two weeks I read one of the most magnificent books there
is: Stendhal’s Charterhouse of Parma [Chartreuse de Parme]. 1 hope you
have already read it and, if not, will read it as soon as possible. —Have
you heard of Odillon [sic] Redon, a French painter of the second half of
the nineteenth century? And what do you know about him? I came across
copies of the corpus of his etchings or drawings at an antique dealer’s in
Vienna. They were unaffordable. They seemed to me to be, in part, beauti-
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ful in a totally bizarre way and better than almost anything by Kubin, but
at the same time somewhat similar to his things.

We really will come to Berlin at the end of this month or the beginning
of the next. The only bright spot of this trip will be seeing you, Jula,
Alfred, and some few others. We won’t bring anything other than our-
selves, separated as we are from everything with which we surrounded
ourselves in the last years for our own sake, as well as that of our friends.
In spite of this, I need not mention how much we are looking forward
to the trip. You will finally be relieved of the responsibility of safeguarding
my papers. Let me thank you now for this service from the bottom of
my heart.—If Heinle’s brother is in Berlin and has all of the manuscripts
Fritz Heinle left after his death, I will finally take all of them into my
safekeeping.

I hope you are well. When you find the time, please write me at the
address on the envelope. My wife and I send our sincere regards.

Yours, Walter Benjamin

L. After many vicissitudes, this review remained unpublished and was ultimately lost.

88. To Gerhard Scholem
February 13, 1920
Dear Gerhard,

I received your last two letters, as well as “Analogie und Ver-
wandtschaft.” Many thanks! As far as Erst Bloch is concerned, I would
give a great deal to be able to speak about the situation with you in
person. As long as this remains impossible, let me just say this: I am totally
1n agreement with your criticism of the chapter entitled “The Jews” and
have held the same opinion of his views from the very first for, of course,
knowledge, which I lack, does not play a major role in it. I have nothing
to add to what you wrote about this. In my review, I hope I have made
my radical rejection of these ideas apparent in what is, I hope, the most
polite way possible. But this, of course, does not resolve the question.
With good reason, you will have two questions to put to me: First, what
is my stance toward other things that are generally related to this book.
Specifically, my stance toward what you most aptly call “incomprehensibil-
ity of distance”; T believe this is the same thing my wife very aptly calls
“seduction to truth.” I remember that the first question you asked about
this book in Bern was whether it included an epistemology. And that is

{precisely the crux of the matter: the book requires a confrontation with
{the author’s epistemology, as well as with his axiomatic Christology. The
last nine lines of my review do just that. I will not repeat their content
here; you will read them, we will discuss them. It is important that we
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do so. Therefore, the last nine lines are intended as a rejection of the
book’s premises regarding knowledge, as a—restrained—rejection en
bloc. The actual review, therefore, consists only of a detailed and, when
possible, laudatory essay on individual trains of thought. You are right in
assuming that there is no lack of opportunity for honest praise. But to be
sure: my philosophical thinking has nothing in common with that of the
book. Having said this, let me put the second question in your mouth:
why am I reviewing it, why did I take on the task of doing this review
(N.B. an enormous enterprise that took months)? More precisely: why
did I respond to the author’s request? I hope out of gratitude to him (he
still has not seen the essay). More for the sake of what I value in him
than in his book (which consequently is not totally without merit); for
the sake of the hope I hold for his future development. In this book, he
has presented us with something facile and overdone. But in the conversa-
tions we had in Interlaken, there was so much warmth and there were so
many opportunities to express myself and make myself understood that I
am making the sacrifice of this review to my hope.

If you can get me the bibliographical information I asked for from
Biumker, you will be doing me a great favor. I knew nothing of Heideg-
ger’s book.! On the other hand, I put my name down for a monograph
on the linguistic logic of Duns Scotus (by Frey, I think?); I have the
precise dates in Vienna. Since finishing the review, my projects here have
come to a standstill due to the total lack of resources. No French diction-
ary. Therefore I could translate only two short Baudelaire poems. Thus I
must rely entirely on my own devices and am now sketching out a rough
draft for an essay with the charming title “Es gibt heine geistigen Arbeiter”
" [There are no intellectual workers].? :

[...]

We are presumably leaving Breitenstein in three days and will be in
Vienna until the end of February in care of Prof. Kellner, Vienna XVIII,
28 Messerschmied Lane; later at my parents’. [ . . . | Our Munich plans
have again become uncertain because my parents have ordered us categori-
cally from now on to live at home with them since my father’s bad financial
situation no longer allows him to support us away from home. Naturally,
we are unable to comply with my parents’ wishes under any circumstances,
but our situation is taking a very difficult turn. Dora may go to Switzer-
land by herself for a few months so that she can save up some Swiss
francs, which we could use in Germany. She would therefore have to
take a job there. We would very much appreciate getting some specific
information on the cost of living in Bavaria—above all, what the average
cost of room and board in the country is. Whatever the circumstances, I
am going to try to get the venia in Bern so that, even if T cannot put it
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to use for any length of time in Switzerland, I can try to transfer it to a
German university. Given these circumstances, we are not happily looking
forward to our stay in Berlin.

. Another question is, when will we see you if we do not go to Bavaria
in the spring? It would hurt Dora and me to have to do without seeing
you and we would like to ask you whether, should the worst come to
pass, you would be so kind as to come to Berlin for a time right after the
end of the winter semester—that is, around Easter?

We have recently been able to get some real rest here and, to my great
delight, Dora is better than she has been for a long time, although she is
not sleeping well.

How old is Werner Kraft’s bride? Will he still be in Berlin at the
beginning of March? His last letter to me was actually more cheerful.
Nonetheless, based on the flimsiest information, we are unable to feel any
more at ease about him than you are. [ . .. ]

Are you perhaps going to get your degree with Biaumker? Approxi-
mately when? A doctorate under his direction is, after all, quite respect-
able. Not like . . .-Should you still have something in the way of con-
cluding remarks to share on Schipferische Indifferenz, please don’t keep
them from me.

I hope I will have your response to my important questions very soon.

Most sincere regards from me and my wife.
Yours, Walter

1. Die‘ Kategorien- und Bedeutungslebrve des Duns Scotus (1916).
2. This essay has not been preserved. It was directed against Kurt Hiller.

89. To Gerhard Scholem

Berlin
April 17, 1920

Dear Gerhard, P
Yqu are Fhe last one in your family to receive my attention during my
stay 1n Berlin. I have already consulted with your brother Reinhold and

" used the opportunity this occasion offered to chat with your father. These

consultations have today temporarily come to a depressing end: despite
all possible reductions on my part as well as theirs, the publication will
cost over 5,000 marks because of recent large increases in printing costs
and because the number of pages exceeds the original estimate. In Bern,
I will probably petition for a larger subvention or for permission to post-
por[le publication. My first week here has been just horrible.

o]

Therefore, as I already said, I am as unable to assure you that I will
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visit Munich as I am unable to invite you to come here, because I do not
know what the next few days have in store for me. P'm very sorry. I still
have not gotten around to my habilitation dissertation because of the
pressure of more immediate demands, and have not produced anything
except a very short but timely note on “Leben und Gewalt” [Life and
violence]. I believe I can say that it was written from the heart.—Does
my memory deceive me, or didn’t I some time ago refer you to a book,
The Complaint of Nature,* which I actually never laid eyes on? I did not
see Max Strauf? in Vienna. We heard Karl Kraus. A lot could be said
about how he has changed from the way he used to be-——but nothing
against it. Many thanks for your information on the economics of Munich
and its environs. '

Your father succinctly pronounced you a genius in a conversation we
had—he should know. But may God preserve every father from a genius.
If you add to this that he then felt it necessary to explain what the Jews
call zachles,® you can imagine the direction the conversation took. Your
father struck me as being very content and spoke most kindly of you.

The Gutkinds are coming the day after tomorrow. I regret not being
able to show my library to anyone here—it is represented by only a tiny,
mixed legation. T found a lot of different things in Vienna, for example a
very rare book, Extrait dun catalogue d’une petite bibliothéque romantique,
by Baudelaire’s friend Asselincau, which, even in his time, only had a
printing of 350 copies—it contains a very nice copperplate and the first
printing of a sonnet I translated. Charlotte Wolter is among the previous
owners of the book! If T tell you further that, my pathetic economic
circumstances notwithstanding, I paid a tidy sum to acquire a “tabu,”*
you will be able to judge what this means and you will also know that I
believe myself to be in possession of a real treasure. But, please, let’s
neither one of us say anything about it. I only learned very late that
Wertheim has been selling off the remainder-of the [Georg] Miiller pub-
lishing house for the past two years, which means that you can get good
books for next to nothing. Just today, on the morning of our anniversary,
I was able to bring some of these books home to Dora, among them
Scheerbart’s Asteroiden Novellen and Das graue Tuch. 1 was recently able
to borrow Rakkdx in an old Insel paperback.

I hope things are well with you, dear Gerhard.

Yours, Walter

1. By the scholastic Alanus ab Insulis.

2. The brother of Ludwig Strauf and translator of Agnon.

3. A practical goal. Scholem’s father used to criticize his son’s “unremunerative arts”
(pure mathematics and Jewish studies).

4. The term used by WB to denote books in his library that he did not lend out.
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90. To Gerhard Scholem
Berlin/Griinau
May 26, 1920
Dear Gerhard,

You will doubtless already have come up with all kinds of explanations
for the long hiatus in my correspondence. And you won’t be on the wrong
track if you assumed that things have almost never been as miserable for
me, not in my entire life. I am totally unable to tell you anything about
this period—other than in personal conversation—in part because I am
unable to fathom the situation per se and it becomes plausible only in the
sphere of idle chatter to which we were banished; in part, because it is
necessary for me to avoid even the memory of it if I am to be able to
surface ever again. I plunged very deeply. It ended in a total split. [ . . . ]
The relationship between me and my parents had seemingly long since
been put to the most severe tests and weathered them. That now, after
years of relative peace, it disintegrated under the burden of these very
tests—this is the one odd, but somehow logical, aspect of the situation.
At this time I do not want to talk about the other aspects of the situation
that are even worse and senseless.

I would most likely not be able to write you these lines even now if
we had not found temporary lodging thanks to the Gutkinds’ great kind-
ness. Their wonderful patriarchal hospitality is helping my wife, who has
been severely taxed, to begin to feel herself again. For the first time in
weceks, we feel very fortunate to be living once again under humane condi-
tions. We had made provisions that would allow us to bring Stefan too,
[yet] a room (not at Gutkinds’) we had counted on is no longer available
to us. The temporary aspect of these arrangements of course cries out to
heaven, and there is no way of telling how things will turn out. The only
sure thing is that somehow we must get an apartment to serve as a base
from which we can look around for a way to support outselves. Since the
Gutkinds also want to get out of Berlin, we thought of sharing a place
and have been looking for one for some time now. Do you know of
anything at all? Of course, bureaucratic difficulties are supposed to be just
horrid in Bavaria. We have already written to Seeshaupt.

My library is now stored at three different locations, all the books
packed in crates. In spite of everything, I have recently made some good
and very good buys. When will you, when will I, see them? As T said, it
is impossible for me to speculate at all about the future before I find an
apartment. [ ... ]

We recently met Agnon at [Max] Strauf’s. I wish you all the best in
your acquaintanceship with [Robert] Eisler. T had just started reading his
book! when I had to pack it away with everything else. I got as far as his
treatment of Proserpina in the first volume and find his analysis of the
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legend of St. Agatha fascinating indeed. I also discovered observations at
various other places that were very informative, especially those on the
astral significance of fruit and field symbolism. .

My next projects are to complete the note on the intellectual worker
and an edition of my friend’s [Friedrich Heinle—Trans.] works, or to
establish an authentic text. Beyond my fondest hope, I have finally suc-
ceeded in gathering together all of his papers and have brought them
along in order to work on the edition. Then I have to get down to
work on my habilitation dissertation. It will retain this designation which,
although it does not confer dignity, previously held out so much hope.
At most, the dissertation would amount to my earning the venia for form’s
sake. Although my prospects of becoming a lecturer in Bern have come
to naught, I will still do this, but only after I am living under halfway
humane conditions. _

My in-laws are the only support left to us. Even if, on Fhe surface, this
support is not very sturdy in material terms, they are willing to make the
most extreme sacrifices and insist that I become a bookdealer or publisher.
My father is denying me the capital to do even that. But it is very likely
that T will have to stop giving the appearance of pursuing my former
goals, that I will not be able to become a privatdocent, and, in any case
until further notice, that I will have to pursue my studies secretly and at
night, while holding down some bourgeois job. On the other hand, I do
not know what this job would be. (This month I earned 110 marks by
doing three graphological analyses.?)

I hope to hear from you soon. After which you should also get a
happier letter from me (because it will cover other topics). By then I hope
at least to have made a lot of progress. I am also really happy about the
peace and kindness we are enjoying. You will get “Gewalt und Leben”
[Violence and life] once my wife has made a copy of it, which could take
some time yet.? It is very short. .

I am making a great effort to find a position reading manuscripts for
a publishing house. Bloch recommended me to S. Fischer. They are l(?ok-
ing for someone but they did not give me the job. You know something?
I would have a very good list for a publishing house.

Most sincere regards. Please write soon.

Yours, Walter

P.S. At the moment—and evidently only for a few more days—Ernst
Bloch is in Seeshaupt at Burschell’s.*

1. Weltenmantel und Himmelszelr (Munich, 1909).

2. WB was an extraordinarily gifted and perceptive graphologist and sometimes gave his
friends amazing examples of his talent. In 1922 he even gave private lessons in graphology.

3. Tt never arrived.

4. Friedrich Burschell (b. 1889).
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91. To Gerhard Scholem
July 23, 1920
Dear Gerhard,

This letter is not only meant to make up for the long period in which
I left you without news, but also to mark the beginning of another period
in which I plan to write you more frequently. As it is, I have never thought
of you more often and more affectionately than during the entire time I
remained silent when your beautiful letters, all of which I received, kept
your presence alive for me now and as a comfort in the future. Perhaps
your June letter, which thoroughly grasped my situation, is what led me
to start Hebrew—a decision I would not have dared make on my own. -
Let me now take this opportunity to tell you an anecdote about this.
Erich Gutkind took me to Poppelauer and Lamm,! where I immediately
filled my book bag and a bag from another trip with several books. As I
ignorantly yet confidently rummage around among the books, Landau’s
Chrestomatie (Geist und Sprache der Hebrier) winds up in my hands. To
his great amazement, Mr. Gutkind was able to buy it for 25 marks. He
told me the story of your copy and, through a combination of mystical
and inductive inferences, I deduced that I will not own this book before
I have a Hebrew pupil. At the time, I bought myself the Fiirst book,? the
small Midrashim, the Midrash Mechilta, Mendel Hirsch’s Die Propheten,
and the book by Marcus on Hassidism.? Everything I needed to get
started. And it cost about 350 marks. I was not able to do anything about
getting a Bible because of the exorbitant prices. Erich Gutkind gave me
the book Kusari as a birthday present.*

Dora may already have mentioned many of the things with which she
surprised me. I was particularly pleased with an extremely beautiful paint-
ing by Klee, entitled The Presentation of the Miracle. Are you familiar with
Klee? I really love him and this is the most beautiful of all his paintings
I have seen. I hope you will get to see it here in September if, in a month’s
time, I don’t have to bury the rest of my belongings in a crate too (and
for how long?). For we will stay with the Gutkinds only until the end
of August because they want to go to Italy on the first of September.
Unfortunately we cannot move into their house for the two months they
will be gone because it would then be unlikely that we could still find an
apartment in November for the winter. We are diligently looking for one
now. Furnished or unfurnished, about four rooms. Do you by chance
know of anything suitable through your acquaintances? We also can’t
continue to remain separated from Stefan any longer. We know he is by
no means being cared for the way we would want, because my parents
are now taking him to a day-care center while my mother goes on a trip.

[...]

Reading the Lewana [sic], which I am doing now, is making the separa-
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tion from Stefan especially difficult. This work relieves you of having to
make an effort to write about the topic yourself. If you leave aside the
effect of the religious and social community, and address only the most
intimate relationships of parents to their child, it is impossible to speak
with more insight and inspiration about childhood education than Jean
Paul does. This is another case of the Germans not knowing how fortunate
they are in what they have. He is the most imaginative spirit, yet how
strictly, soberly and temperately he knows how to treat the subject of
children! (It goes without saying that, in writing this, I am not using the
word strict in its more narrow, pedagogical sense.)

Now let me get around to thanking you for your absolutely beautiful
gifts. I do not know which of them gave me more pleasure and, above
all, which will give me more pleasure. For I have not been able to read
Niobe yet. But any mythological work from you fills me with the greatest
sense of expectation. The subject is significant too. I believe no praise
would be too high for the Agnon story. Therefore I won’t even attempt
it. While reading the story, I felt glad to have met Agnon. And my thanks
to the translator.

[...]

Do you remember my having spoken to you in Iseltwald about Charles
Péguy? In the meantime I happened across one volume of his selected
works at the Gutkinds’. It has made me even keener than the fragment in
the Nouvelle revue did to get unabridged versions of his works. For this
volume also contains only fragments. Whether I will write an essay ex-
pressing my admiring and encouraging approval depends only on whether
I finally get to read his most important writings in unabridged versions.
I tried in vain to win S. Fischer and Kurt Wolff over to the idea of
publishing a translation (by me) of selected essays. The copyright fees
demanded by the French publisher are too high.

A few weeks ago, Kraft visited me for a few hours. Even if the visit
was too short for any exchange of views, I nonetheless got the impression
that his spirit is growing stronger. At the end of the summer semester, I
hope I will have a better opportunity to talk to him when he visits Berlin
for the second time.

Please write me again as soon as you can.

Since you are finally attempting to clarify the relationship between your
graduation and the Kabbalah,® I will make the following pronouncement:
I will claim to be a great kabbalist if you do not get your doctorate summa
cum laude.

Most sincere regards,
yours as always,
Walter Benjamin
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1. Dealers in secondhand Jewish books in Berlin.

2. Julius Furst, Hebridsches und Chaldiisches Handwirterbuch (Leipzig, 1876).

3. Verus [pseudonym of Ahron Marcus], Der Chassidismus (Pleschen, 1901); a very
noteworthy book.

4. A religious-philosophical work by Judah ha-Levi (twelfth century) (Leipzig, 1869).

5. Scholem had thrown himself into the study of the kabbalistic manuscripts in the
Munich library.

92. To Gerhard Scholem
[ca. December 1, 1920]
Dear Gerhard,

What almost happened is that nothing would have arrived for your
birthday other than these very sincere congratulations—and this “selec-
tion of short pieces” with which I part all too easily. For I was sorely
tempted to keep everything else for myself, Das Leben Jesu® with its beauti-
ful translations, as well as Religion der Vernunft,> which is clearly an ex-
tremely remarkable book. Since I remembered the iron rule that I myself
impose on subjugated peoples these days, however, these hostages, the
noble ones among the children of scriptural authorities, will be sent to
you after all, for the sake of justice.

The board of trustees of the University of Muri has a special surprise
in store for you in celebration of your birthday. The board has authorized
me to inform you that, to celebrate this event, the new building that will
house the university will be dedicated, and the board has had the follow-
ing motto inscribed above the entrance: “Lirum, larum spoon’s handle/
little children ask a bundle.” All the buildings are made of chocolate and
we have enclosed a sample.

The apartment is slowly being put in order. The large bookcase is still
not finished. And then, of all things, instead of one of my crates of books,
we received a crate from the shipping agent that was not ours, but was
labeled the same way. The shipping agent wrote us that he has already
sent ours off but it has not arrived yet. By the way, this crate seems to
contain the following books: Schnorr von Frechheitsberg’s collected
works;® Pontius Pilate’s Hebrew for Prefects; Noeggerath’s Munich Chil-
dren’s Logic and Seven Titanic Cheeses.

Dora seems to be improving only very slowly. She would rather that
there not be a record of the way she has been looking of late. (This as an
explanation for our failure to enclose a photograph.) Concerning Stefan’s
moral theology, the virtues that he, along with the citizens of Marburg,
defined as eternal tasks for school have not yet arrived, and the sins are
all out of print.
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Following a long and serious depression, I myself am starting to be-
come very diligent. Thus I now see myself confronted by a difficult deci-
sion. That is to say, it became apparent that it would be impossible for
me to succeed in getting my bearings simultaneously in two different
areas, scholasticism and Hebrew, which are both so difficult, unfamiliar
to me, and at a great remove from each other. This made me think that
it will be so difficult to pin down the topic of my habilitation dissertation
and actually carry out the work that if I were to throw in some large,
heterogeneous project, the dissertation might be pushed even further into
the indefinite future. And this cannot be allowed to happen, if only for
practical considerations. The result is that, at the very moment when
philosophy would demand my undivided attention, I would for the last
time have to let Hebrew take a back seat (not until I qualify for a university
position, but) until the completion of my habilitation dissertation. There
is no alternative, given the state of the job market, as well as current
conditions in general. I will continue to compromise as long as possible,
but I do not think it will be possible much longer. I have read Heidegger’s
book on Duns Scotus. It is incredible that anyone could qualify for a
university position on the basis of such a study. Its execution requires
nothing more than great diligence and a command of scholastic Latin,
and, in spite of all of its philosophical packaging, it is basically only a
piece of good translating work. The author’s contemptible groveling
at Rickert’s and Husserl’s feet does not make reading it more pleasant.
The book does not deal with Duns Scotus’s linguistic philosophy in philo-
sophical terms, and thus what it leaves undone is no small task. Recently
one of the three hundred new Cologne privatdocents, [Helmuth] Pless-
ner, gave a talk at the Kant Society on the epistemological significance of
linguistic philosophy. It was not on a very high level, of course, but its
content was mostly very relevant. In the discussion period, no one said
anything except for me and [Arthur] Liebert, who put the speaker down
in the name of critical philosophy. I may have been the only one in the
audience who could have said something pertinent, but I had to keep quiet
in view of Liebert’s apparent reasons. Meanwhile, I have again become a
member of the Kant Society and was immediately invited to advertise my
dissertation in the Kant-Studien. My critique of the Idior and my essay
“Fate and Character” will now appear in the Argonauten.* 1 have received
the proofs.—An extremely noteworthy and substantial review of Bloch’s
book recently appeared, which brings out the book’s weaknesses with
great rigor. By S. Friedlinder.® I will probably express my opinion on
this in the first part of my Politik, which is the philosophical critique of
the Lesabéndio. As soon as I have a book I need from France, I will proceed
with the second part of the Politik, whose title is Diz walhre Politik [True
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politics] and which consists of two chapters, “The Dismantling of Power”
and “Teleology without Ultimate Goal.”

I am in the process of completing the translation of the Tableaux
parisiens. In doing so, I am also improving my earlier translation so that
I can search for a publisher with full confidence in my cause.

Please write me how things are going in [Moritz] Geiger’s philosophy
of mathematics course.—1I still do not know whether I will take 2 [He-
brew] class with Miss [Kithe] Hollinder now. You will get the letters
and the book by Lewy® as soon as my things have been put in order. At
this time there is still so much stuff lying around that I have trouble
finding things right away.

[...]

I hope you are well.
Yours, Walter

Kraft wrote me. However, I can’t get around my conviction that he is
on the wrong track in wanting to write a dissertation on the Divan (cer-
tainly the most difficult topic of postmedieval German literature).

1. Samuel Krauss, Das Leben Jesu nach giidischen Quellen (1902).

2. By Hermann Cohen; appeared posthumously.

3. WB liked to complain that Scholem tried to “cadge” [schnorren] the best books from
his library. Schnorr von Carolsfeld—the Nazarene painter. The titles are works in the library
of the University of Muri.

4. Argonauten 10-12 (1921). In Schrifier 1:31ff. and 2:127f,

5. In Das Ziel 4:103~16.

6. Emst Lewy, Zur Sprache des alten Goethe (1913). WB greatly admired Lewy (1881—
1965) and his daring work.

93. To Gerhard Scholem
December 29, 1920
Dear Gerhard,
I have surmised the reason for your having remained silent for so long.
I wrote to the Gutkinds even before I had come to a decision, purely
because of my agonizing indecisiveness. In response I received their re-
bukes soon after receiving your letter of the 18th. I replied to these re-
bukes yesterday. As you will see, my reply also contains my coming to
terms with your letter. Because I am unable to improve on what I have
already said, there is no better alternative than to copy and send you what
I wrote the Gutkinds. “When your letter arrived, the dilemma that had
caused me to suffer for weeks had been resolved and, after reading your
letter, I thought about it once again and reached the same conclusion.
No, there is no other way. I am unable to devote myself to things Jewish
with full intensity before having derived from my European apprentice-
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ship what may result at least in some chance of a more peaceful future,
family support, etc. I admit that I have been spiritually ready to turn
away from things European and to begin a lengthy new apprenticeship
approximately since the time of my Ph.D. exams. But I also know that
the difficult decision I have nurtured for such a long time will leave me
the choice, made freely and calmly, of when to carry it out. As it is, it
is true that, as Scholem wrote, the older you are, the more difficult it is
to make such a choice, and age can ultimately turn it into a catastrophe,
even in the most favorable case. Even if it is a purifying catastrophe. But
the decision that has been so long in coming and is firm also has a settling
effect. Moreover, it will probably be a matter of no more than two years
at the most. During this time, I intend to carve a project out of the complex
of ideas floating in my mind, and write a book on it. This project—
although it is important to me—can be defined and limited. The prospect
of starting in on Hebrew is overwhelming. It is therefore impossible to say
something like: First I will learn Hebrew for one or two years and tackle
the project only after that. You will have to acknowledge the clear reasons
for my decision. So I ask you, please do not postpone your own studies,
but wait for me with your heart.” Only now, while writing this, do I see
the extent to which these lines are addressed to you. The only thing left
is to add my promise that, after completing this project, I will truly not
allow myself to be detained by anything that may come up, even if Her-
bertz turns one hundred or celebrates his golden wedding anniversary
with philosophy.

Regarding my planned project, I have recently been busy with an analy-
sis of the concept of truth, and it is supplying me with some basic ideas
for the project. I was very pleased to hear Ernst Lewy (the language man)
approve of my analysis when I recently read it to him. He, of course, is
not a metaphysician, but an intelligent and right-thinking man. He was
in Berlin for a short time where, incidentally, the full professor of compar-
ative linguistics, Schulz, is making an effort to get him an adjunct profes-
sorship. This is unfortunately difficult because of the lack of funds. His
personality again made an incomparable, and as always an equally incom-
mensurate, impression on me. It is now truly my greatest concern that
you get to know him. He has to go to Argentina to pick up his brother
who is seriously ill.

You are deluding yourself about the number of “shorter-pieces™ I have
written, as is proved by the ever-rising flood of your insatiable desires.
Because, except for the review of Strait Is the Gate, which, incidentally, is
not a drama but a novel, the shorter pieces I have produced in the past
few years (amounting to almost nothing) have not been transcribed yet,
except for the “Phantasie tiber eine Stelle aus dem Geist der Utopie” [Fan-
tasy on a passage from the Spirit of Utapia], which I may send you soon.
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As far as my “theater criticism” is concerned, I would rather call it “Notes
on Drgmas.” Of these, I can in good conscience recommend for your
appreciation the one on As You Like It. 1 plan to continue pursuing the
views on Shakespeare I expressed in it.—Sometime, could you give me
some idea of why Das Leben Jesu nach jidischen Quellen leads to such
unprecedented results? I have not yet been able to look at Gundolf’s

George book and am waiting for an opportunity to do so. I will probably

get one soon.

[...]

[Richard] Weilbach in Heidelberg wants to publish my translation of
the Tableaux parisiens (as a book), “if I do not make any demands he is
unable to meet.” Drei Masken Verlag in Munich has also asked to see the
manuscript. Weilbach will probably pay next to nothing and publish
only 250 copies of the thing as a paper-conjuring trick. I will wait and
see what comes up. For external reasons and because of my family, it is
absolutely necessary that I take advantage of any opportunity to publish.

“Thg True Politician™ has now been transcribed. T hope it will soon
appear in print. After the New Year I want to write the next two essays
that with it are meant to constitute my Politik.—I can get Jeremias’s
Handbuch der altorientalischen Geisteskultur here for 15 marks at a used
book store. Is it worth it? Please let me know.

The Gutkinds’ address is Meran Obermais, Langegasse Mayaburg,
c/o Mrs. Promberger, Italy.

Dora is not going to the office for the time being and is gradually
recovering. Certainly not least because of our better prospects.

Please excuse the motley nature of this letter. I will be able to write
you more when I have less to tell you. I want to add only that my brother
gave me an edition of the letters Rosa Luxemburg wrote from prison
during the war. I was touched by their incredible beauty and significance.
Kraus has appended an important polemic directed against a “German
woman’s” shameless attack on the spirit of these letters. In the same (last)
issue of Die Fackel, he published a national anthem for Austria which, in
my eyes, unquestionably shows him to be on his way to becoming a great
Rohthan, just as Brot und Liige does. It is as if the demonic and deeper
side of his nature has died off, petrified, and as if his torso and its eloquent
head now had an unshakeable marble pedestal from which to talk down.

Both of us send our sincere regards and hope that we will write cach
other more frequently than before.

Yours, Walter

P.S. A namesake of your landlord has produced an awful translation
of Amphitryon for the Fulda Moliére edition. We recently saw it performed
on stage. I believe that it is still possible occasionally to enjoy the theater
in Munich, something that is hardly possible here anymore.
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94, To Gerhard Scholem
[January 1921}
Dear Gerhard,

I am writing you today out of apprehension, not that the necessity we
discussed the last time we spoke will interpose itself between us, but
rather that a period constituting a difficult time of waiting for both of us,
although not of course entirely in the same sense, might be spent in close
proximity to each other. I know that none of this can be forced and that
you, I hope against your will, will have to keep many things from me
that we ought to discuss, probably the most important things. You should
know that I am very far from somehow expecting the impossible. Thus I
am all the more convinced that we should preserve what still remains for
us, as surely as you understand the necessity of my decision and believe
me. It is often difficult for me because sacrifice, of course, does not always
immediately bring about that for which it was made. As a result, I essen-
tially must patiently lie in wait for my new project. To be sure, I have
firmed up certain basic ideas, but since every one of them must be explored
in depth, it is impossible for me to have any kind of overview at the
beginning. Furthermore, the research I have done to date has caused me
to proceed with caution and to question whether it is correct to follow
scholastic analogies as a guide, or if it would not perhaps be better to
take a detour, since Heidegger’s work presents, albeit in a completely
unilluminated way, the elements of scholastic thought that are most im-
portant for my problem, and the genuine problem can somehow be inti-
mated in connection with this. Thus it may be better first to have a look
at some linguistic philosophers. At the moment, I am planning to read

" A. F. Bernhardi’s Sprachlebre,* which has been written and conceived in
a monstrously unclear fashion, however, and seems only sporadically to
be at all productive. Furthermore, everything is still in the most prelimi-
nary stage while I am waiting to finish my work on politics, as well as an
essay commissioned by Lederer for which I still have not received all the
literature I need to complete it. Nonetheless, in the next few days I should
probably be getting Sorel’s Reflections on Violence [Réflexions sur la vio-
lence). T have just now become acquainted with a book that seems to me
to be the most significant piece of writing on politics in our time, to the
extent I can judge after attending two readings by the author. Yesterday
evening, that is, on the occasion of the second reading, Hiine Caro told
me he wrote you about the book, Erich Unger’s Politik und Metaphysik.>
The author belongs to the same circle of neopatheticists to which David
Baumgardt (with whom I once spoke here) also belonged. I became ac-
quainted with this circle from its most disreputable and really corrupting
side at the time of the Youth Movement, and in a way that had extremely
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drastic consequences for Dora and me, in the person of Mr. Simon Gutt-
mann.? A Mr. (Karl] Tiirkischer, to whom you presumably at one time
gave a piece of your mind, is also spending time there. You are obviously
right to meet the Zionist tendencies of these people* with complete indif-
ference. I believe I may presume this without actually knowing it to be
so. The Hebraic side of these people goes back to a Mr. Goldberg®—to
be sure, I know very little about him, but his impure aura repelled me
emphatically every time I was forced to see him, to the extent that I was
unable to shake hands with him. On the other hand, it appears to me that
Unger and Baumgardt are of an entirely different type—and, although I
am aware of what I have just said, I believe I can assume the responsibility
gf recommending Unger’s book to you because of my extremely lively
interest in his ideas. These ideas, for example those regarding the psycho-
physical problem, surprisingly have some points in common with my
own. I met S. Friedlinder during these readings. He has a somewhat
overwhelming effect on me, due to his expression of infinite refinement
and equally infinite suffering. He talks about his own work with genuine
humility.

The Stifter book arrived and made Dora unbelievably happy. She al-
ready owns the Erzdhlungen in the same edition and now, at one stroke,
we have a very beautiful, almost complete, Stifter. The birthday was very
nice and tranquil in other respects as well, as a consequence of a prudent
political strategem on the part of the family.

[...] :

Ernst Bloch’s wife, one of cur favorite people, died in Munich. You
most probably saw her in Interlaken. We have invited him to.stay with
us, but there is still no answer as to whether he will come. His wife had
suffered terribly for many years.

Did I already write you that I am negotiating with WeifSbach about
the publication of my Baudelaire translations. He wants to publish the
Tableanx parisiens and in the final analysis, in spite of everything, I would
prefer this to having the Jewish publishing house cancel an agreement.

Now that this letter is about to be sent after weeks of quarantine, I
still want to add a few things. I have quite a lot to do since I am worki;lg
on an essay for Lederer, “Critique of Violence” [“Kritik der Gewalt™],
which is supposed to appear in Wesfe Blitter.5 I am finally at the point
of prodgcing a fair copy. Even if it does not appear in print, you will get
to read it in any case. 1 had to deal with the Ezhik des veinen Willens to
be able to write the essay. But what I read there really depressed me.

Cohen’s sense of the truth was clearly so strong that he was required to
make the most unbelievable leaps in order for him to turn his back on it.

[...]
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My whole library has been installed since yesterday. It was only then
that the last bookcases came from the carpenter. It looks very nice and
not only we, but also our books, now await your arrival.

Do not be angry if I don’t add anything else today. I am impatiently
awaiting a letter from you.

Yours, Walter

P.S. At the moment, I do not have Kraft’s letter to Kraus within easy
reach. I will enclose it if I manage to locate it.

P.S. 2 Well, I will now send this letter off, probably three weeks after
having started it. Just let me add my thanks for your letter, which I
received yesterday. I beg you to forgive us for not thanking you sooner
for the Stifter book. I also want to say that it came at just the right time
and occupied a place of pride on the birthday table as the only gift from
the subjugated peoples.—Regarding the Friedlinder review of Spirit of
Utopia, 1 intend to try to send it to you soon. It is a pity that you ordered
the Unger book yourself because you could have gotten it from me, the
author having made me a present of it.—I have now completed “Critique
of Violence” and hope that Lederer will publish it in the Weifse Blitter.
There are still questions concerning violence that I do not touch on in
this essay, but I nevertheless hope that it has something important to say.
None of my things that have been accepted, and naturally none of those
that have not been accepted, have yet appeared in print, but I am not
giving up hope for any of them, although 1 was especially disheartened
that T was unable to find a home anywhere for my review of Spirit of
Utopia. Although I am indebted to this project for clarifying some impor-
tant things in my own mind, it was nonetheless meant entirely for publica-
tion. It was also to be published in a special issue of Logos, until it turned
out that there was no money available for such a venture. “Der wahre
Politiker” has also not been accepted, since Lederer does not want to
publish it, at least for the time being. I am naturally not going to turn to
Bloch at this time. Since receiving the news of his wife’s death, we have
not heard one word from him.—I hope to sign a contract with Weiflbach
soon. [ . . . ] The Tableaux parisiens are finished and I have, of course,
translated all of them except for an early poem (“A une mendiante
rousse”).

From your frequent reports of illness, we gather with sadness that
Munich’s climate, which is indeed quite awful, does not agree with you
and that your health is not as sound as we would wish. We are therefore
doubly sorry if you have not found suitable acquaintances in Munich.
And why has Agnon been barred? Only because of a lack of the necessary
credentials (supposedly)>—As far as your worthy diversions are con-
cerned, T am curious about what bad things you will have to tell me about

[Rudolf ] Kassner’s lecture course. You know he has also written a book
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about physiognomy, Zahl und Gesicht. 1 will take a look at it when I get
a chance. I recently read an essay by him on Baudelaire which is just as
extraordinarily spurious as everything else of his I know. I have reduced
him to a formula: he sells the whole truth in return for a half truth. This
applies to his every sentence.

In what context did I write you about mathematics and language? It
has slipped my mind and thus I do not know to what the relevant passages
in your letter refer. Thank you very much for the reference to the book
by Areopagita.” Are you still at [Moritz] Geiger’s?

I hope you will write again very soon. Most sincere regards.

1. Al-lgust F;rd'mand Bernhardi’s romantic linguistic philosophy (Berlin, 1801-3).
. 2. Die Theorie: Versuche zu philosophischer Politik, first edition (Berlin, 1921), a work that
is now almost impossible to find.

3. Guttmann brought about the schism in the Discussion Hall at the beginning of 1914.
4. Unger and Goldberg rejected “empirical” Zionism in the name of an “a priori” or
metaphysical Zionism.

5. Oskar Goldberg (1885—1952), author of Wirklichkest der Hebrier (1925), a work

that had an important impact (in large part subterraneously, as for example on Thomas
Mann).

6. The essay appeared in Ardhiv fiir Sozialwissensch d Sozialpoliti ;i
Somgion Aoanf fi chaft und Sozialpolitik 47 (1921); in

7. Dionysius the Areopagite, The Divine Names and Mystical Theology.

95. To Gerhard Scholem

Feb 14
Dear Gerhard, coruary 14, 1921

The only reason I.did not answer your letter sooner is because I have
reste_d and calmed myself by thinking about it in this troubled time. I
continue to trust that the three of us will be able to work together as a
team at some time in the future. I could not imagine Dora and me bound
to any other third party in this way, but I am indebted to you for the
direction my life and thought have taken and, as a consequence of this
Dora is indebted to you for the restoration of what was best in her upj
brmgl'n'g. The expression “troubled time” occurs here because once again
hostilities with my family have been renewed. I would rather not write
about. this, but only say that we have adjusted both externally and inter-
pally in such a way that the matter cannot have the same disconcerting
impact on us it did last spring.

I. have given some thought to philology (even back when I was in
Switzerland). I was always aware of its seductive side.! It seems to me—
@d Ido not know whether I understand it in the same sense as you—that
like all.hlstorical research, philology promises the same joys that the Neo-’
platonists sought in the asceticism of contemplation, but in this instance
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taken to the extreme. Perfection instead of consummation, the guaranteed
extinction of morality (without smothering its fire). It presents one side
of history, or better, one layer of what is historical, for which a person may
indeed be able to gain regulative and systematic, as well as constitutive,
elementary logical concepts; but the connection between them must re-
main hidden. I define philology, not as the science or history of language,
but as the history of terminology at its deepest level. In doing this, a most
puzzling concept of time and very puzzling phenomena must surely be
taken into consideration. If I am not mistaken, I have an idea of what
you are getting at, without being able to elaborate on it, when you suggest
that philology is close to history viewed as a chronicle. The chronicle is
fundamentally interpolated history. Philological interpolation in chroni-
cles simply reveals in its form the intention of the content, since its content
interpolates history. A book has made vividly clear to me what the nature
of this way of working could be. This book moved me most deeply and
inspired me to interpolation. It is Goethe’s Newe Melusine. Do you know
it? If not, you absolutely have to read this story, embedded in Wilhelm

Meister’s Travels [Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahbre), as a separate entity, i.e.

without the frame that surrounds it, just as I happened to do. Should you
be familiar with it, I may be able to suggest a few things about it.—I do
not know whether you can make use of my oracular pronouncements
about philology. I can assure you that the necessity of finding an approach
to this matter other than the “romantic” one is clear to me. (I am just
rereading your letter. Chronicle, interpolation, commentary, philology—
they all have ome nexus. If I may say so, it seems evident to me, based on
the phenomenon of Agnon, that it is necessary to speak of truth when
speaking of him. The wise man, of course, will no doubt focus his philol-
ogy, not on the last, but on the first element of the series cited above if
he is not, for example, dealing with the Bible.)

David Baumgardt visited me recently. He said on the one hand that
he was very sorry he had not yet spoken with you at any length, but on
the other hand that continuing to prepare for such a conversation would
be good for him. He is now reading More nebuchim® in Hebrew. In any
case, he very much hopes to see you in Erfurt, maybe during the summer.

[...]

It means a lot to us that we now have a piano in my room and Dora
is playing again. Unfortunately, we were only able to get one on loan.
[...]

Aren’t you coming here over Easter? We could tell you a lot of cute
stories about Stefan, but that would fill pages and pages.

Keep well.

Yours, Walter
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P.S. The business affairs of the University of Muri are piling up to
such an extent that I no longer know how to cope with them. Another
dispute recently arose that I must submit to you. The professor of history
approved a dissertation, but the faculty wants to block its acceptance.
However, it is supposed to be very good. The topic is road signs at the
time of the migration of the Germanic tribes. Please submit the matter to
the board of trustees.

L. Scholem had written that philosophy was beginning to seduce him.
2. Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides® philosophical work.

96. To Gerhard Scholem

March 26, 1921
Dear Gerhard,

I really enjoyed your last long letter. I keep hoping that you will follow
through and read Goethe’s Newe Melusine because this really ought to
give us a lot to talk about. I am once again torn between several projects,
-one of which is sure to be of great interest to you, namely the essay “On
Fhe Task of the Translator” [“Uber die Aufgabe des Ubersetzers”]. This
is the projected title of the foreword that I would like to place at the
beginning of my Baudelaire translation if at all possible. This foreword is
my most immediate concern, because I signed the contract with Weifibach
(including conditions that are incredibly advantageous to me), and the
book is supposed to appear at the latest in October. But what is at issue
is a subject so crucial to me that I still do not know whether I can develop
it with sufficient freedom, given the current stage of my thinking and
provided that I can succeed in elucidating it at all. As far as my treatment
of the subject is concerned, I am lacking a very basic aid: preliminary
philpsophical studies by authors who wrote on the topic before me. After
all, in a critical analysis (of unfamiliar viewpoints) it is often possible to
say things you would not yet know how to present synthetically. Could
you possibly come up with some references for me? For example, I pored .
over the Cohen book on aesthetics and failed to come up \;v]thanythmg
at all. Besides, you of course have your own ideas on this subject. Thus
it would be most useful for me to discuss them with you at some length,
especially since in your own translation projects you, of course, must
capture an entirely different kind of linguistic tension than I do in mine.
I hope that this topic alone will supply us with ample subject matter for
discussion during your stay in Berlin. The question now is whether you
will decide to come. The question of your being able to stay with us shapes
up as follows: three visitors have announced their arrival—of course, all
of them for April. But we do not yet know for sure whether any of them
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will actually come, when, and how long they will stay. Those who have
announced their visits are my mother-in-law, Ernst Bloch, and Jula Cohn,
a friend of ours. If your situation is such that your visit depends on being
able to stay with us, we could give you a definite yes or no if we knew
when you plan on being here. For if we knew that, we would first ask
my mother-in-law whether she is thinking of coming at that time, and
then write you immediately. So please give some thought to what kind
of arrangements you might want to make as soon as possible.

[...]

There is something really wonderful to be seen here now: the commem-
orative exhibition of August Macke’s paintings, the artist who died in
battle in 1914 at the age of twenty-seven. I was attracted early on by the
few paintings of his with which I was familiar. The exhibition has now
made a wonderful impression on me. I wrote a short essay about these
paintings. Should Goltz exhibit anything by Macke in Munich, perhaps
you will go see it. Also a new painting by Chagall is on exhibit here,
Sabbath. It, too, seemed very beautiful to me. I am coming more and
more to the realization that I can depend sight unseen, as it were, only
on the painting of Klee, Macke, and maybe Kandinsky. Everything else
has pitfalls that require you to be on guard. Naturally there are also weak
pictures by those three—but I see that they are weak.

I recently received my Ph.D. diploma, dozens of copies at once. There-
fore, I hope you are aware that, as the owner of a naively realistic Ph.D.
diploma, I will from now on assume the high office of transcendental
beadle of the University of Muri.

I was recently able to get Meister Eckhart’s sermons, and some volumes
of the large Nietzsche edition for my philosophical library at very little
cost. I also bought a wonderful copy of a beautiful, old translation of
Theocritus. Regarding your Hebbel,! I would like to know whether you
call it superfluous in and of itself or because it is a duplicate. I am familiar
with the Swift edition you got in exchange for it—and this edition is still
available at the publishers. Only recently I discussed with Dora whether
I should buy it or not. She advised against it because of the translation.
A lot of what I tried to read in that edition was quite tedious in any case
because I lack the relevant expertise. But I remember having found great

things, particularly in the Irish pamphlets. Especially “A Modest Pro-.

posal.”

I have heard very little from Bloch since his wife died. I have not
even heard anything yet about my “Critique of Violence,” which is in his
possession. I will ask him to send it to you in the next few days. I am
also enclosing “Der wahre Politiker,” which you asked for and which I
would like to have back sometime (it is my best copy). Could you possibly
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advise me how to get a press to publish the thing? In this instance, it
really is a pressing matter for me, so to speak. [ . . . ]

What do you hear from Agnon? I intend to buy his new novel? as soon
as it appears in print—or have it given to me as a present to celebrate the

15th of July.
Yours, Walter

1. Hebbels diaries.
2. The Outcast. It was published as a book in German only in 1923.

97. To Gerhard Scholem
April 11, 1921
Dear Gerhard,

I would of course be glad to do everything possible for you for the
pure jgy of having you here, and would even provide you with occasional
verse in honor of your brother’s. marriage. Why not let the fountain of
your @spiration bubble over with regard to your brother’s delicate good
sense In marrying on the same day as Dora and I? And what do you plan
to give us APROPOS our wedding anniversary? You aren’t just going to
hang around at your brother’s?

Erich Gutkind came down with the flu soon after his return and he is
very weak although he has fully recovered. Because of this, Lucie and he
have still not been to visit us and as far as I know they do not want to
come to Berlin yet. It might also prove to be too distracting if they were
to get together with you just when you would be staying with us for the
first time. I will discuss it with them and would like to propose that we
all meet out there for a whole day. The weather here promises to be
absolutely beautiful and everything looks more promising for us than it
has looked for a long time. A friend whom we have not scen for many
years is coming at the same time as you. She will be staying with us.

Today is Stefan’s birthday. He is unfortunately complaining, not with-
out cause, about the rebellious behavior of the subjugated peoples. Spe-
cifically, gens academica (the Murites) have not yet presented themselves
with their leader, Warder the Pious. As part of our precelebration activities
we took him to the zoo for the first time yesterday. There we encountered
the liveliest sort of confusion. The elephant, of course, was recognized
immediately, but soon after that the llama was identified in a warning
tone as a “large elephant,” and an ibex as a monkey.

I am now reading [Salomon] Maimon’s autobiography. I discovered
some very nice things in its Judaic excursuses. Other attractions in Berlin
include a small Klee exhibition on the Kurfiirstendamm and the proofs
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of “Critique of Violence”: in addition, there are my new purchases which
you may view gratis, exhibited at 23 Delbriick Street, on the anniversary
of the union of the libraries.

Most sincere regards. See you very soon!
Yours, Walter

98. To Gerhard Scholem
Breitenstein
End of June 1921
Dear Gerhard,

I have informed Bloch that he cannot visit his friend' here. We will
not be able to have him here until the fall. I will therefore meet Bloch in
Munich. I will be there at the beginning or toward the middle of next
week: Tuesday, at the earliest.—Now I have a question. After my visit to
Mirs. Bernhard.? it was not entirely clear to me that the room she had
offered me (exclusively for sleeping) is right next to the kitchen (and that
you can only get to it by going through the kitchen) and is her maid’s
room. Being so near the Kitchen would probably get me up very early
every morning and this would not be conducive to a restful and pleasur-
able visit. (As you know, I really need a rest.) Now for the question: if I
do not find anything else, could the arrangement Ernst Schoen has also
be made for me.? Your answer would not reach me in time. By putting
the question now, I am asking you only to consider it.

There is no doubt that Dora has pulmonary apicitis and requires the
greatest care and indulgence. After three weeks there, during which she
will recuperate on her own, she will come back here until she has com-
pletely recovered.

Sincere regards to you and Miss Burchardt.*

Walter
1. Gyérgy Lukdcs in Vienna.
2. WB’s former landlady at 4 Konigin Street.
3. With Scholem’s landlady, ar whose house Schoen also lived at the time.
4. Elsa Burchardt. She later became Scholem’s first wife.
99. To Gerhard Scholem
Heidelberg

July 12, 1921
Dear Gerhard,

I still do not have confirmation that you received the diploma. There-
fore, an objective and expert judgment on the so-called Miss Burchardt
does not seem to be appreciated. I should also add that the tasty oranges
were wonderfully well hidden.
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Yesterday evening I met little Pflaum' at Miss Cohn’s. Unfortunately,
however, I had completely forgotten the colossal impertinences that you
had instructed me to perpetrate on him. He is going to take me to Gun-
dolf’s lecture tomorrow. Otherwise, I have not done anything here yet
and so far have not been to either Lederer’s or Weifibach’s class. There is -
absolutely no doubt that I will remain here for some time and will travel
hardly at all. Thus a visit from you will be all the more welcome toward
the end of my stay here.

Thank you very much for forwarding my mail. What follows are some
new questions and requests. Hasn’t there been any confirmation yet from
Goltz about the 1,000 marks paid in by Bloch? Did you write Dora a
letter? and did you also encourage her to stay in Breitenstein if at all
possible? If not, it would be very nice if you would do so without delay
and have your young lady write.

My lengthy stay here admonishes me about how much work there is
to do, and I have nothing better to do than read Rosenzweig. Please do
me a great favor and send me the book (at my expense) and if possible
let me keep it so that I can use it as my working copy—and you can get
a copy from your mother at my expense.

I must very abjectly ask the young lady for bread coupons. I often eat
in my room and will soon run out of them.

The weather is magnificent here. The Neckar is drying up and the
whole city is aglow. The landscape is southern in many places.

I found the Geschichte des Index listed for 65 marks in a local store’s
antiquarian catalogue, but it had already been sold. On the other hand, I
did acquire a beautiful edition of the two volumes of Goethe’s correspon-
dence with various romantics, published by the Goethe Society (unfortu-
nately, at a hefty price).

Sincere regards to you and Miss Burchardt.

Yours, Walter
I am going to Landau’s? the day after tomorrow.

1. Scholem’s cousin, Heinz Pflaum (1900-1962); later a professor of romance lan-
guages and literature at the University of Jerusalem; a student of L. Olschki and Gundolf.
2. Scholem had advised WB to look up Henryk Landan, a Jewish philosopher.

100. To Gerhard Scholem

Heidelberg
July 20, 1921

Dear Gerhard,
The many gifts that enable me to lead a pleasant life here have all
arrived safely: the Riviére for which I thank you very much, and which—
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~ without having yet read the essay on Baudelaire—led me back to my
+ translations. I now work on them occasionally. The Rosenzweig,' with
* which T became reacquainted yesterday, and the bread coupons, which
recently arrived and guarantee a comfortable feeling of bourgeois security.

I explained the young lady’s [Burchardt’s] objections to Dr. Nebbish,?
who paid little attention to them, however, because he is totally preoccu-
pied with his own relocation. For he is threatening to depart and finally
to disappear completely from our sight since he has been called to Muri
to lecture on necromancy.

Yesterday I made the acquaintance of a student from Muri in the form
of a certain Mr. [Henryk] Landauer (not Landau, as you pointed out to
me).® Students from Muri are characterized by a conspicuous reticence.
From another perspective, however, he is known to be somewhat garru-
lous. That is to say, this observation originates with a certain young Mr.
Friedrich Potschuf},* an acquaintance of Miss Cohn and Ernst Schoen,
with whom I often get together. Although I was most positively predis-
posed toward him because of you and Miss Cohn, who is also slightly
acquainted with Landauer, this did not prevent him from making a
strange, difficult, and not entirely delightful impression on me. I cannot,
however, precisely account for this. Maybe the fact that he is so obviously
very sickly is to blame for the coldness he seemed to radiate. In any case,
I am unable to allow myself to make any kind of judgment and will
probably get together with him once again. He promised to write you
soon. [ ... ]

I went to hear Gundolf and Jaspers—one hour each. And still want to
have a look at Rickert and [Hans] Ehrenberg. Gundolf appeared to me
to be terribly feeble and harmless in terms of the personal impression he
makes, quite different from the impression he makes in his books. Jaspers
is feeble and harmless in his thinking, but as a person obviously very
remarkable and almost likeable. [ . . . ] He is a full professor now and,
when I heard him, had just very decently stood up for the Russians and
Jews, something he is said to have done already when he was a privatdo-
cent. It was Pflaum who took me along both times. He behaves very
decently.

I was recently in Neckargmiind and took a long walk through the
completely parched countryside in the hours before the rain fell—the first
in weeks. The countryside here and especially near Neckargmiind is even
more beautiful than I had imagined.

[...]

Dora does not write much. In her last letter, she says that she is contin-
uing to gain weight and does not have a temperature. For my birthday,
she sent me a magnum opus, Das Erdbeerbuch, full of profound paintings
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and sayings. I have placed an announcement for my dissertation in the
last issue of the Kant-Studien.

Sincere thanks and many regards.
Yours, Walter

1. Franz Rosenzweig’s Stern der Erldsung [The Star of Redemption] (Frankfurt, 1921).
2. WB’s humorous self-designation.

3. The correct name nonetheless was Landau (died 1967).
4. The correct name is Podszus (born 1899).

101. To Gerhard Scholem
Dear Gerhard, July 25, 1921

It makes me very sad to hear that your firmly established domicile is
threatened. It has been a sanctuary in Germany, visible from afar, for all
pious animals and poor ekuls.! One cannot tell how great the danger
really is. The only way the woman’s claims could have any chance of being
accepted is if she either submits compelling profitability statements or if
she taps a rich lode of #isches.? But all that aside, it is, of course, possible
for you to be offered a settlement that might still be unacceptable to you.
Thus, I really do not dare to look forward to the prospect of your being
in Berlin in the winter because it would be against your will and in some
Iespects contrary to your interests. By the way, could this eventuality
expedite Miss Burchardt’s® emigration?

'One asks oneself and wonders, what the Angelus* has to say about
thlS: I really do not know if I said anything to you about “his greeting.”
A.JJ 1ts wonderful beauty notwithstanding, the language of angels has the
disadvantage of our being unable to respond to it. And I have no choice
but to ask you, instead of the Angelus, to accept my thanks.

In t.hc meantime, I have been to Weilbach’s class for the first time and
am going back tomorrow. It is quite pleasant. I still don’t know what will
come of it. T will be secing Lederer for the first time tonight at the
sociological discussion evening. I have already had the privilege of hearing
Mr. Ehrenberg at this event. I have made an effort to get into Rickert’s
and Jaspers’s classes. I rather liked the latter (but I believe I have already
written you that). And you probably also know that he has become a fisll
professor. Rickert has become gray and wicked.

Probably neither one of us can yet say anything about our plans, and
consequently we are still unable to firm up anything regarding the Lewys.®
It is nevertheless quite likely that I will go to Breitenstein once more. I
would then probably go via Munich again?

Just one other small request: please send me “Der wahre Politiker
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immediately. | . . . ] You see, I have finally started working pianissimo
and have again turned to the subject of politics, which necessitates my
having a look at the first essay. I am also giving some thought to my talk
on Baudelaire, which is supposed to inaugurate my winter lectures (at the
Ewer bookstore?) and which should turn out to be very nice. I received
a letter from Rang today, according to which he often gets together with
Buber.

There are hardly any books to buy here. But I recently bought the first
part of Déllinger’s essays on the sectarian history of the Mﬁddlc Ages
(about the Manichacans) for 10 marks. Have other parts of this appeared
in print?

I hope you are well. Sincere regards to Miss Burchardt.

Yours, Walter

1. Ekul was the opposite of Ekel, something or someone nasty or disgusting, in WB’s
private language with his wife.

2. Yiddish for anti-Semitism.

3. Burchardt went to Palestine at the beginning of 1923.

4. Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus, which WB had procured. Scholem had it hanging
in his apartment in Munich for a long time and had composed a poem to it, to which WB
often referred. The poem went like this [trans.: Smith]:

Greetings from Angelus
(To Walter on July 15, 1921)

1 hang nobly on the wall
Looking at nobody at all.

I have been from heaven sent,
A man of angelic descent.

The human within me is good
And does not interest me

I stand in the care of the highest
And do not need a face.

From whence I come, that world

Is measured, deep, and clear.

What keeps me together in one piece
Is a wonder, it would appear.

In my heart stands the town
Whence God has sent me.
The angel who bears this seal
Does not fall under its spell.

My wing is ready to beat,

I am all for turning back.

For even staying in timeless time
Would not grant me much fortune.
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My eye is darkest black and full,
My gaze is never blank.
I know what I am to announce
And many other things.
I am an unsymbolic thing.
My meaning is what I am.
You murn the magic ring in vain.
I have no sense.
5. In mid-September 1921, WB and Scholem visited Ernst Lewy for several days in
Wechterswinkel, where WB put his plan for a journal, Angelus Novus, up for discussion.

102. To Gerhard Scholem

: [Heidelberg]
[August4, 1921]
Dear Gerhard,

If only all of the ins and outs of the universe were everywhere thrown
into such bold relief as they are in Dr. Escha’s’ gossip column in the
Halberstidter Nachrichten. No such outlet is as yet available in Heidelberg.
Yet we are still hopeful that the opening in the next few days of St.
Burchardt’s Brewery (with its well-known escutcheon portraying a porter
holding aloft the Kabbalah) will turn out to be a powerful magnet for
the meeting of great minds.

All this aside, I have some wondrous things to report. The way has
been smoothed for me and the paths have been readied for my feet. [ . . . ]
The Lederers, especially Mrs. Lederer, whom I hold in very high esteem,
have been charming to me. Bookstores and used bookstores are being
opened up to celebrate my presence. I was the first customer in a used
bookstore that had opened up just today and was immediately addressed
by name. I went there in order to secure as quickly as possible the five
volumes of Gorres’s Christliche Mystzk, which were displayed in the show
window and priced at 100 marks.

I was naturally very pleased with everything you had to say about the
“Critique of Violence.” It will appear in the next few days. I am working
on the next and final section of the Politik to the extent I am getting
around to doing any work at all. It will doubtless turn out to be much
longer than the previous sections. Soon, however, I will leave behind my
many new acquaintances and depart, taking with me pleasant memories
and hope. Namely, I will first of all go to visit Dora in Breitenstein again.
On the whole, she has been sending me positive reports. She writes that
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only the demands made on her by her relatives have prevented her from
writing you.

[...]

Can I visit you in Munich, from approximately the 10th to the 14th
of August? Are you sure you'll be there? Please answer me immediately
and definitively. When you receive this letter, if you should still not have
a clear notion of your plans, things are not at all likely to work out for
me, because 1 will most probably have to make firm commitments. In
that event, I might want to arrive in Breitenstein earlier than the 15th.
And could you free up most of your time for me while I am there? For
we do need a lot of time. For what—and the reason why a second meeting
between us this summer is indispensable—is something I will explain
now, and it will astonish you. I have my own journal. Starting the first
of January next year I will be publishing it through Weifibach. And, of
course, it is not the Argonauten (which, as far as I can tell, will fold).
Without the slightest hint from me, Weifibach offered me my own journal
after I declined to assume the editorship of the Argonauten. Specifically,
it will be structured entirely and unconditionally in keeping with my
conception of the journal when I first thought of it many years ago (to
be exact, in July 1914 when Fritz Heinle and I first seriously considered
starting a journal). Thus it will have a very narrow, closed circle of contrib-
utors. I want to discuss everything with you in person, and will now tell
you only its name, Angelus Novus. 1 want to and must speak with you
about your collaboration. As far as I can tell, it is a prerequisite for the
success of this journal (in my sense of the word).

The rumors about WeifSbach are false. Of late, I have seen that he has
an utterly resolute drive, even if he of course lacks clearly defined aims,
and that this drive is directing him to place the publishing house on my
shoulders for the future. He is also going to publish Fritz Heinle’s papers,
about which I very recently spoke to him. Everything I have achieved has
been accomplished without the least pressure or use of force, even if I
have naturally also shown myself to be very intense and prudent. As
enthusiastically as I may have seized upon the idea, the journal is the
result of his initiative. But he now knows precisely what I want and, above
all, what T do not want.

When I come back here at the beginning of September, I first want to
visit Rang, and after that, if at all possible, to arrange a meeting with
Ferdinand Cohrs.? This is so that I will arrive in Berlin at the beginning
of October with the materials on the basis of which I can put most of the
journal together for an entire year (four issues, 120 pages each).

“Der wahre Politiker” still has not arrived. If you have not mailed it
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yet and if our mid-August meeting is going to take place, then there is
no need to send it. If we are unable to meet this month, I will just have
to plan on it for the beginning of September.—Would you please let me
have your letter to the publishers of the new Buch vom Judentum® for the
journal.
With the most extraordinary optimism, I send sincere regards to you
and Miss Burchardt.
Yours, Walter

1. Burchardr was called Escha by her friends. Her family originally came from the
Halberstadt area.

2. He was a pastor'in Lower Saxony at the time; a colleague from the Free Students.
3. Which, at Fhe time, was being planned by a Zionist-socialist group as a continuation
of the book published by Kurt Wolff in 1913. It did not, however, materialize.

103. To Gerhard Scholem
August 6, 1921
Dear Gerhard,

You will have taken note of the fact that the Angelus has taken flight.
Don’t be alarmed. He has landed here in the handsome form of Miss
Burchardt from Halberstadt and has pronounced a #roche! over Weilbach
and his house.

He flew over Wiesbaden, there looked into the heart of Mr.
Czaczke([s],” and saw that it would be right and fitting for him to erect
the “new synagogue™ in the heart of the “Angelus.” I have now taken
the Angelus to the leading café here where, surrounded by entente diplo-
mats, he slurps nectar and ambrosia that I have selected for him. A large
protest meeting will take place this evening in St. Burchardts Brewery,
where the angel will speak on the following topic, “Four Weeks among
Turkish* Angelologists.”

P.S. The angel requests that you not immediately run to Mr. von
Kahr,® and that you not put an announcement in the Ménchner Neusten.
He will return even without “All is forgiven.”

. Hebrew for blessing.

Agnon’s original surname.

. A story translated by Scholem. .
. Scholem lived on Tiirken Street in Munich.
Of the Bavarian home guard.

Ut N
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104. To Gerhard Scholem
October 4, 1921
Dear Gerhard,
I wish both you and Miss Burchardt good luck on the occasion of the
new year as well as on your new apartment. [ . . . ]
I would really like to know what the angel’s attitude is toward the new
year.

The godchild’s wit thinks and means to ask
Whether he does not perhaps nod and beat his wings?

Based on many a favorable turn of events here, I gather that his arrival
will not be long in coming now. Of course, things are still not going
right for Dora—at least, as far as her health is concerned. The operation
was not entirely without complications, which made it necessary for her
to recuperate at home. My father has miraculously completely recovered
and will probably be able to get out of bed soon. I must also report on
two great events that took place in the last few days, in one of which you
figure in a somewhat complicated way. That is to say, your conversation
with Dora Hiller! brought forth a harvest of blessings thick as hail—
specifically, on my own head. [ . . . } During my next meeting with [Erich]
Unger, when we were planning to discuss the Angelus, he preceded a
question about my relationship to Goldberg with the observation that his
own relationship to him was most intimate. In doing so, he made it
obvious in every way possible that he, so to speak, knew the truth and
expected only a purely formal explanation that I was “indifferent” to Gold-
berg. I, however, who after my experiences in Wechterswinkel am unable
to look into such an abyss without jumping into it out of fear, spoiled
everything-—to both my horror and his. In short, there was a toral break.
In a devilishly clever conversation with Unger, Dora, who in contrast to
me immediately recognized the prestige at stake in this whole matter,
explained my revulsion in terms of personal idiosyncrasies, thus saving
the situation. To be quite truthful, after this conversation Unger, of
course, knows even better than before how I feel, but has assuaged his
conscience as he had wanted.

[..-]

The other event is the visit Wolf Heinle paid us, from Saturday until
today. [ .. . ] The more precise insight into his life in Goslar which his
stories provided has shown us that we did not know the best part of it.
It can briefly be described as follows: the pottery (ceramics) with which
he supported himself by extremely strenuous work was a source of not
only external but also internal support, on the basis of which his life took
on a most decided form. His wife’s influence—or at least, his marriage’s—
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also appears to be beneficial. His situation can perhaps be best described
by saying that all other questions and activities took a back seat to specific
and clear-cut questions as to how to structure his life. He is hardly doing
any writing at all at the moment, but from what I have seen of his latest
things, the writing he is doing seems to me to be very good. He is very
distanced from his own as well as from his brother’s writings. As clear-cut
as his relationship to them is, they now concern him very little. All this
will be a good basis for an external as well as an internal agreement, and
thus I hope, to the extent he does not give me freedom to do as I wish,
to be able to come to an understanding with him. It is in this spirit that
we discussed the role that his and his brother’s writings will play in the
journal, as well as my publication of Fritz Heinle’s papers. His last letter,
written in August, seems to be explicable in great part based on his aver-
sion to the title. He was unfamiliar with the context in which it was
chosen but now he likes it just fine. Nevertheless, great care and discretion
was required of all of us during our discussions.

The first issue is slowly taking shape. In the next few days, I want to
draft the prospectus. To do this, it is quite indispensable for me to know
which of the topics we discussed you want to tackle first. The topics were
the Lamentations, the Book of Jonah, and the study of Judaism. I also
need the precise title of Agnon’s second novella.

Ernst Bloch did not come on Wednesday, nor at any other time. He
wrote a letter that, I admit, is not exactly a cancellation, but that explains
that at the moment he can endure the company only of simple people
and irritably enumerates the reasons why he is unable to count me as one
of them. Dora intends to help out by writing a letter in this instance as
well.

[...]

We hope soon to hear how you are. The editor also asks for news of
you and appends submissive greetings to Doctor daemonicus.

. Yours, Walter

1. At that time, Oskar Goldberg’s fiancée, later his wife, who tried to draw Scholem
into his orbit. This resulted in a noisy dispute.

105. To Gerhard Scholem
October 9, 1921
Dear Gerhard,

In spite of your wish and my intention, I have no choice but to send
you Rang’s essay on “Selige Sehnsucht.” Since the journal is just being
launched, the question as to whether it should publish the essay is so
difficult and important an issue that I will briefly summarize how Dora
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and how I view it, so that you will not be inclined to attribute the problem
to a criminal lack of clarity on my part. And if I ask you, must ask you,
to read it, I do so only insofar as it is necessary to answer the question
that arises from the following judgments. The whole thing, after all, can
be read in two hours, and you should be able to spare the time if I assure
that you are not being asked to serve in the role of “coeditor.” You are
only being asked for the advice I need to be of one mind with you when
I act on this unusually difficult question. This means that I will follow
your advice in this matter regardless.

To be brief, my judgment of the work is

1. The language is intolerable, i.e. full of tasteless things.

2. What he says about the poem—in contradistinction to what a genu-
ine commentator would say—is often said at the expense of the poem.

3. He does not do full justice to essential aspects of this poem, to what
is actually poetic about it.

4. He also does not do justice to essential aspects of this.?

5. The essay contains extraordinarily deep and very important insights
into the poem and especially into the meaning of the Divan as a whole,
insights that, as far as I know, have never been arrived at before. I consider
what this essay has to say about Goethe’s religion to be absolutely true.

6. I reject the gnostic metaphysics that appears in the background of
the essay as content and in the foreground as form.

What I am unable to determine, and what constitutes the fundamental
source of my uncertainty, 1s the following question: may we (you and I)
still view the problems inherent in the language (and which are much
~ more conspicuous there than in the content) debatable? Even if the lan-
guage is naturally alien to us in a certain sense and does not especially
concern you. Of course, I can and should publish things to which, in the
final analysis, I have a negative attitude, if they are inherently of enduring
value, highly significant, and timely—if they do not try to impress the
reader in a way that leaves no room for debate. For to be sure, I can—at
most—stand a tone of being nondebatable, of being simply dictatorial or
of seeking to impress, only in utterances I espouse down to the last detail
(and they are hardly likely to' be anything like that, except, perhaps, in
statements about art where something entirely different is involved).

Dora agrees with me regaring the above critique of Rang’s essay. Her
evaluation differs from mine only in that she is much less enthusiastic
about what I see as the essay’s positive values. Nonetheless, for me the
great significance of the essay 1s inescapable in the sense mentioned above.

I hestitate to sat that the problem the essay presents us with—viewed
objectively—is Rang’s collaboration. For only its thesis and radicalism are
crucial here. But from a personal perspective, the question of whether
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that is not after all the crucial thing is, of course, an entirely different
issue and I fear I might have to answer it in the affirmative.

In no case would I want to put it into the first issue.

Let me close with the urgent request that you take the few hours to
read it and write me as soon as possible, because I must write Rang very
soon.

Steinschneider® was here on Thursday and we really liked him. Dora
made quite an impression on him. By the way, she has been doing notice-
ably better in the past few days, especially in terms of her health.

Sincere regards to you and Miss Burchardt.

Yours, Walter

1. The essay was later published in Neue deutsche Bestrige 1 (1922).
2. The poem as such.
3. Gustav Steinschneider (born 1899), a friend of Scholem.

106. To Gerhard Scholem
[October 27, 1921]
Dear Gerhard,

You have truly executed your difficult task well and for that you have
my sincere gratitude! You should by no means attribute my silence, which
persisted even after I received your letter, to my mulling over its content.
Concerns that were in part external, and in part internal, kept me from
writing. Therefore, I intend to include all the Berlin trivia I can think of
in this letter.

First of all let me confirm that I understood your opinion and that I
did not have to resort to interpretation because it is identical to my own,
especially when it comes to the editorially important points. What is deci-
sive for me in this regard is, of course, the essay’s—almost pathological—
dependence on discussion. Thus I do not intend to publish it and have
already essentially informed the author of this. I really hope that this will
not lead to any disastrous confrontations. In the first place, I will do
everything I can to keep my rejection from appearing to be a matter of
principle; and second, for some reason Erich Gutkind, whose opinion
carries some weight with Rang, is on my side; third, it could be that the
incident with [Henri] Borel! has shaken his self-confidence about certain
things in a salutary way. His correspondence having gone throught a
critical phase, even with the Gutkinds, Borel’s arrival is coming up almost
immediately, after the local waiter’s strike is over.

It is up to you to hold the well-earned high rank in the angelocracy,
that is to say to be legally appointed to the planned ambassadorship at
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the court of the genius.? For you should know that the following maxim
obtains in this regard: ambassadorships may only be assumed by proper,
official collaborators.? Therefore, your manuscript is expected by the Min-
istry for the Interior so that it can immediacely be passed on with the
highest recommendations to the Foreign Ministry. So much for the ques-
tion of promotion. As to the question of whether you can immediately
be released from some of your lowlier duties, it must be noted that—as
Prof. Ostwald* is known to have proven—nothing can be finally and
authoritatively brought about in the absence of the assistant angel. The
editorial board will, therefore, not be able to come to an independent
decision before the honorary angel arrives. We very much hope that he
will arrive in time to bless a package for Escha Burchardt at this very
location.

(He is also supposed to have a sure touch in choosing birthday presents
for the degree candidate in cadging.)

I believe Dora will be adding a few words to this letter. Her health
has lately had its ups and downs. At the moment it seems to be very
good. She may write you at greater length sometime soon, but I do not
know for sure.

The relationship between Orpheus S. Fisher and me has taken an unex-
pected turn for the better due to an amusing business matter involving
him and my father. As a result, today I received 2,000 marks from him
for the Gauguin pictures, for Van Zantens Insel der VerbeifSung,® a matter
of five or six hours’ work. This was also the occasion for a tough and
interesting meeting and it is a pity that I cannot act it out for you.

Have you been to Meyrink’s® yet? As for me, I looked up Holzmann’s
- cousin [Julian] Hirsch and the sculptor Freundlich. Tomorrow I am going
to visit the third person he mentioned. The first two are men of honor,
but using them for the Angelus is out of the question. Otto Freundlich
because of his astonishing immaturity; Hirsch, on the other hand, on
absolutely all counts. His book on the Genesis des Rubmes’ is decked out
with a considerable portion of dullness. Freundlich, on the other hand,
has good ideas. Some time ago I sent a very good letter to Lewy that was
somewhat milder than the one I considered sending when you and I were
together. I received an answer that I admit, given his circumstances, was
very moderate and pacific in its tone but was undeniably dogmatic in
terms of the issue and made my surrender the condition for any further
correspondence. Naturally, my response is to keep silent. Besides a num-
ber of things that confirmed my view of him and especially of his wife, I
heard the extremely interesting story about the end of his university career,
for which she is responsible, from Hirsch, who knew him well.

[ ]
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[Erich] Unger is ready to contribute to the journal but I still do not
have the contribution he promised, an essay he wrote one or two years
ago. He intends to get the thirty-minute doctorate from Erlangen soon.

Yours, Walter

1. A Dutch author (1869—1933) and authority on sinology: close friend of Rang and
Gutkind. .
. At Felix Noeggerath’s.
On Angelus Novus.
Wilhelm Ostwald, whose philosophy WB liked to mock.
. A novel by Laurid Bruun (1864—1935), published by S. Fischer.
. Gustav Meyrink had invited Scholem to Starnberg.
. Published in 1914.
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107. To Gerhard Scholem
[November 8, 1921]

It is only fitting that poetry be dedicated to the original painting,' but
some prose to its likeness.? The publisher is huxuriating in the joys of
fatherhood, while I hardly feel like a mother. His estimate is that his
youngest will be born in January 1922, while I question every possible
birthdate because of a lack of substantial nourishment. The main thing
lacking is powerful prose.

So far, T have the following items for the first issue:

Pieces from Fritz Heinle’s papers
Poems, etc. by Wolf Heinle
“Karneval” by Rang?

“Synagogue” by Agnon

“The Task of the Translator” by me

Of all the contributions that are still outstanding, yours and, after that,
Agnon’s second story* are by far the most important. Since, after careful
consideration, I am simply unable to draft a prospectus for the journal®
before I have the first issue in front of me in all its essentials, this means
I am forced to wait for your contribution. Bcause I do not wish to be
more general in the prospectus than absolutely necessary, I must refer
explicitly or implicitly to what is in front of me. I can only do that if the
issue is available to me in its entirety.

I have not felt at all well this last week; I have had to struggle with
episodes of depression, which seem to recur with even greater regularity
but are, thank God, in no way hopeless. Right now I am definitely at the
point of once again coming out of such a depression. I have no alternative
on account of all of my urgent projects. I have to complete writing my
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critique of the Elective Affinities [Die Wahlverwandtschaften]. This is just

25 important to me as an exemplary piece of criticism as it is as a prolegom-

ena to certain purely philosophical treatises—what I have to say about
octhe is located somewhere between these two.

1 have agam made some effort to read the Rosenzweig and have recog-

m:,ed that it necessarily exposes the impartial reader to the danger of
overestimating it in terms of its structure. Or only me? It remains ques-
tonable whether I will be able to pass judgment on it after having read
through it for the first time.

Please make the appropriate arrangements so that I can get what I
most desperately need from you before long, and let me know soon when
I will get it.

Most sincere regards to you and Miss Burchardt.

Yours, Walter

P.S. T almost forgot to tell you that Lehmann® and I celebrated our

reunion in grand style and that everything in the lectures I attended started

off in the same old style that now, to my great amusement, actually seems
to me to be Scheerbart-like.

Scholem does not send the Angelus
To the place where he must go
Gerhard, in his anger, thinks

He does not belong here

Escha acts, doing his bidding,

As if she also knows of nothing
For in this lady’s chamber

He is fixed like an advertisement
The Angelus calls himself angel
And quickly flees such strictures
For he does not tarry in the rooms
Of cunning sorcerer-Jews

To Stefanze’s” dwelling

In his glory he betakes himself

He is bedded on stalks of roses
But he’d rather remain hovering

. The Klee painting that was supposed to be sent to WB.

. The journal named after the painting.

. “Historische Psychologie des Karnevals,” later published in Die Kreatur.
. “Rise and Fall” [translated by Scholem as “Aufstieg und Abstieg”).

. Schriften 2:275-79.

. Walter Lehmann, who had been appointed a full professor in Berlin.

. WB’s son Stefan.
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108. To Gerhard Scholem
November 27, 1921
Dear Gerhard,

The new issue of Der Jude' arrived recently—by mail, and indeed, as
is rumored here, the Angelus did not want to accept the issue because
the essay on problems in art education seemed so weighty to him. I am
unable to imitate his unattainable gestural symbolism, but you must allow
me to call it purely and simply a sublime infamy for Buber to place an
essay that, in terms of its objective content (and erudition), surely at least
measures up to anything previously published in Der Jude, right after the
teenage drivel of Miss Bileam.? Der Jude will not gain my goodwill by
doing this and it is just as unlikely—even if I had to be at odds with
myself over this—that its subscribers will gain my goodwill, and least of
all its contributors, who are willing to put up with this kind of thing like
sheep.

Furthermore, Solnemann the Invisible®> has become visible at our
house. It would be very nice if he would also become visible in England
with Dora’s assistance, but this is still completely uncertain.

The Angelus has been assigned the place above our sofa. Everyone was
pleased with him. Just as before, he disdains to whisper suggestions—Ilike
the oracle. We have therefore fallen prey to distress and helplessness in
the face of having to choose a birthday present, since we may not bring
shame to his place of residence. Perhaps he has written something about
this in the Book of Rasiel.*

There are also other doubts that he may not be able to help me over-
come. Such as those concerning Rang’s collaboration and his whole atti-
tude toward me, and even his own condition. All of this makes me very
suspicious that, based on Rang’s pronouncements to the Gutkinds, even
his Shakespeare study again simply comes down to Christ. (For his part,
he still wants to see it in the first issue, along with his essay on the carnival,
which I did accept.) I am expecting it in the next few days. But T am
looking forward to the Agnon story with much more pleasure. And how
far have you gotten with your translation of the Book of Bahir,® which
is only a retarding element for me at the moment?

What I still have to report—something the Angelus learned as well—is
that T was very delighted, albeit silently, with the slight allusion to my
“Task of the Translator,” which I believed to have discovered in the origi-
nal version of your “Lyrik der Kabbala.” To be specific, the allusion is
that, in your words, the true principles of translation have already been
established “often enough.” I no longer found this thin reed of an allusion
in Der Jude.

My respects to the water bottle. But before it can prove useful to
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me, for who knows how long, it still must fill the typewriter and Miss
Burchardt with enthusiasm for several more nice letters. Lacking such a
propitious occasion, I will have my letters addressed to you by the aca-
demic secretary of Muri, a true Solnemann.

Meanwhile, I have been feeling pretty good. The only thing is that I
will not have any peace until I finish my essay on the Elective Affinsties.
The legally binding condemnation and execution of Friedrich Gundolf
will take place in this essay.

Sincere regards to both of you, also from Dora.

Yours, Walter

P.S. I have very cautiously resumed contact with Bloch. Naturally, in
a Machiavellian way. He recently gave me the complete revision of
“Miinzer” during his first visit here and I have begun reading it.

1. Containing a very long essay by Scholem, “Lyrik der Kabbala?” which was printed
in brevier because of space considerations.

2. Ironically, in place of Biram.

3. The novel by Adolf Frey, which Scholem had sent to WB.

4. A book of the Kabbalah on angelology.

5. The subject of Scholem’s dissertation (published in Leipzig, 1923).

109. To Gerhard Scholem
[December 2, 1921]
Dear Gerhard,

This letter of congratulations will begin with the Angelus’s blessing
and the loud acclamation of the subjugated peoples who surround my
writing throne. For these peoples have recently been placed under my
supervision, since being settled in the wardrobe of the Ethnological Insti-
tute of Muri to their general satisfaction. (V. “A New Procedure for
Settlement,” Publications of the Muri Academy.) Even 1 am finally being
taken seriously as someone to be congratulated, which I hope to prove
by means of my enclosures and best wishes. These are chiefly meant for
your successful completion of the Bahir, to which T hope to see the summa
cum laude attached like a dog’s little tail wagging to announce its friendli-
ness. They are also meant for the well-being and prosperity of the fertile
fields of Hebrew, which are subject to the Angelus, their liege lord. And
finally, for the easing of the godforsaken and pitiless regime over the city
and people of Halberstadt, in the hope that the tyrant will not some day
be struck by it lock, stock, and barrel.

I hope the enclosed book is the one you wanted, the one you came
across a while back. Then again: in the first place, you have probably
never seen the Symbolik der Rose, about which I recently inquired; in the
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second place, it had already been sold. Aside from the fact that Selam was
probably what you wanted—but I could not find it recently and therefore
confused it with the rose symbolism—furthermore, it made a better im-
pression on me, indeed even a good one—somewhat in the style of the
booklets or tomelets cited by France. I would like to see my own things
printed this way some time.

For good or ill, I must rely more and more on the support of false
friends and the archenemy in matters concerning the Angelus, since my
true friends are causing me a lot of grief. Rang’s extremely wide-ranging
Shakespeare study recently arrived and it seems very hard to get into.
The first issue is supposed to contain his “Historische Psychologie des
Karnevals”—if complications with the author do not thwart this plan.

[...] '

Sincere regards to you and Escha.

Yours, Walter
Dear Miss Burchardt,!

I extended greetings to you in my letter to Gerhard so that he would
not know I am writing you separately. Right now, I only want to say
this in response to your last letter by express mail: (in the most extreme
emergency), cable “Antiochus Epiphanes” and I will be there right away.

Most sincere regards.
Yours, Walter Benjamin

1. This appeared in the middle of the next page of the lerter.

110. To Gerhard Scholem

' [December 17, 1921]

Since the person who has received the better gifts and, in any case, in
a more timely fashion should be the first to express his thanks and since
I 'am that person, I must tell Miss Burchardt and you how very delighted
I was with Agnon’s story. Its poetic content seems magnificent, just like
that of all his most recent stories—and in those instances where my knowl-
edge is not up to the task, namely, regarding questions of translation, the
Angelus is supposed to have sung to himself in an inaudible nigen’ that
it was good. He read the story eons ago in heaven, where it had fallen
out of Agnon’s pocket. But perhaps the Angelus only does this on the
basis of his connections to Miss Burchardt, which are notorious.

He does not think nearly as much of another manuscript, recently
dedicated to him, and he is once again embarrassing me by making me
lend my voice to his most secret thoughts. I refer to Rang’s Shakespeare
study, or better, an excerpt from it that consists of eight translations with
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commentary. The few sections I sampled secemed to me to be in such
urgent need of a categorical judgment, or at least, a more open exchange
of views, that I still have not summoned the courage to study it more
thoroughly. I am trying to put it off all the more since Rang may come
here around Christmastime because he thinks he has some prospects of
getting work in the area of culture or education. These prospects are
totally chimerical but he believes that the Quakers are going to make him
an offer. I am also putting it off because I fear that a confrontation with
him based on principles—which will perhaps simply lead to a split—will
no longer be avoidable, in spite of all the care I have taken until now to
avoid it. Some support will no doubt be available in the person of Erich
Gutkind and will mitigate the harshness.

Otherwise, the journal continues to affect my work on the Elective
Affinities. It is proceeding very slowly, and almost too carefully, but there
1s no doubt that it will ultimately and to my great relief come into being
one day. Right now it conflicts with my work on Baudelaire’s life, on
which I must spend some time. For it is possible that I will be able to
hold my oft-planned reading from the translations at a bookstore (maybe
at Reuss and Pollak) sometime during the winter. I intend to introduce
the poems with a talk about the poet in which I want to combine the
greatest precision with some basic pointers, absolutely excluding pro-
fundity.

I recently attended a strangely ill-fated and strangely interesting lecture:
a bourgeois family in a house in Bendler Street had, for who knows what
reasons, contracted a Mr. Lyk? to give a lecture. Except for some obliga-
tory bourgeois, the preposterous audience primarily consisted of [ . . . ]
Martin Gumpert, and some young ladies from Berlin’s wild west. Mr.
Lyk, an incontestably schizophrenic talent, is known (among those who,
for their part, are not) as a personality who is pregnant with knowledge,
an expert on spirits, world-traveled (!), entirely esoteric, and in possession
of all kinds of arcane facts. He could not be much under 45 years old.
His religion, origin, and income have yet to be ascertained, and I am not
lazy about such matters. This gentleman could be described as a “genius”

-(Felix N.) who had been transformed by a magic spell into some emaci-
ated thing, skull-like, and not entirely pure. He spoke with the bearing
(but not the voice—his voice is very beautiful) of an aristocrat out of the
pages of the old Simplizissimus about—various things. De omnibus et
quibusdam magicis. The debacle was complete. After an hour he was told
to be quiet. After another half hour, no one spoke with him, and hardly
anyone spoke about him. And now to what is remarkable about the whole
thing. What the man said was extremely noteworthy. Now and then, it
was unquestionably important, and even when it was wrong, it was sig-
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nificant in every sense. Though extremely clumsy. It appeared as if what
he had to say was his life’s work, so to speak, and I do not know whether
he could have continued to speak much longer than that hour. Unfortu-
nately he did not seem to be a thinker.

Two horrible social lions, bloodthirsty like no one I have ever seen
before, [ . . . ] set upon him and tore him to shreds. The first one’s
brutality was striking, even taking into account that he was a psychiatrist
by profession.

Aside from everything else, the remarkable thing about Lyk is that,
based on certain indications, I am able to say that I have most probably
discovered in him the ultimate source of some theorems of the Goldberg
circle. To be sure, not the source of those that are a priori stupid or messy,
but only of those (and this, indeed, a priori) that have been blunted and
contaminated. The man is, so to speak, a generation older than the mem-
bers of the Goldberg circle, seems for his part to maintain a great distance
from them (at least now), and, beyond that, other personal and factual
things point to his role in the circle (Unger’s notion of a new migration of
peoples). When the person under discussion, totally stripped of authority,
finally sat leaning against the stove, thoughtfully weighing everything, I
went to him and asked for his address. It will soon become clear what I,
or what even the Angelus, can expect from him.

The other things he spoke about can only be suggested: about the
prevailing significance of melos in language. He also read some remarkable
poems.

[...] . '
Dora often asks when we will see you and you will have to appear in
person, since no new angel will now be traveling between Munich and
Berlin, but only new sleeping cars.?

1. Hebrew for melody. Agnon’s story was published in Der Jude 8 (1924), pp. 38-57.

2. The Baltic German Hugo Lyck. Hans Blither discussed him in more derail in Werke
und Tage (Munich, 1953), pp. 22-24.

3. Drawings follow depicting Scholem and Escha Burchardt.

111. To Gerhard Scholem

October 1, 1922
Dear Gerhard,
Dear Miss Burchardt,

Best wishes for the New Year. The old year did not pass without
ensuring that our most secret fears had come true. For the Angelus an-
nounced his own departure just as yesterday came to an end, as if he
wanted to prove one last time what a good Jew he is. He has moved into
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his old house in the clay-colored sky and the editor’s throne of honor in
my heart is empty. Enclosed are the preliminary remarks of the person
who summons me to the funeral: “I have had to suspend temporarily the
setting up of the Angelus because—in keeping with procedures recently
introduced to the printing business—I have been asked to pay a very
large advance. The Unger book, which will produce considerable income,
will not be finished for another four weeks. I hope to be able to come up
with the required advance then . . .” The disingenuousness under whose
burden his earthly life is now flickering out betrays what is inadequate
about even this creature. You are the first to get the news. As much as I
fear that Agnon will take the news badly, I believe just as firmly that
Escha will be able to arrange an amnesty for me. As for myself, I feel that
this turn of events has restored my old freedom of choice. Since from
now on I will work on the journal (insofar as there is any question of this
at all) only when this does not conflict with other projects, I plan to
suspend all work on it for the time being while confronting Weiflbach
with threatening silence. He still does not seem to want to stop pretending
that he is going to publish my Baudelaire.

What I hear from Wolf Heinle seems much more serious than that.
He has been confined to his bed for nine months already—because of
tuberculosis, as it turns out—and is without hope and money. I think it
very doubtful that he will recover. Soon you too will get a solicitation I
am circulating even among my most distant acquaintances in order to
collect some money for him. It is very difficult to say whether there is
anything else to be done to foster his recovery.

This evening we will be at [Moses] Marx’s.! His prospectus concerning
the Hebrew incunabula recently arrived—Dora is helping him with the
English translation. I too am busy with books—not only my own—in
that I have recently been spending time in an intense search for books I
plan to resell immediately. The small book of devotions that I bought for
35 marks in Heidelberg, I sold here at Schénlank’s for 600 marks. 1
recently found a first edition of Nestroy for 10 marks, which I am going
to keep, however. For the time being, I am still not making enough profit
from these transactions and our situation is bleak because the business
with my parents is still completely unclear. The Gutkinds’ situation seems
to be heading for catastrophe. Since things with his mother remain un-
changed, Erich decided a few days ago to become a traveling salesman
dealing in margarine in order to support his family. I could not refrain
from comparing this decision with my own (in the first days of August
1912) to join the cavalry. His situation is no joking matter. And if he is
to succeed, God will have to be selling at his side.

How unattractive the sparse text of your last letter is in contrast with
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my extensive reportage. And even the greeting card that just arrived, and
for which I thank you very, very much, is laconic. Don’t you think I
would give a great deal to hear what the Frankfurt newspaper has to say
about Bloch’s book?? and [Robert] Eisler about the popes? and Escha
about cigarettes. I request her all the more urgently to track down the
lost Grand Dukes,* which only she—not I—is in a position to do since
she is the one who sent them.—You, dear Gerhard, have not been on
any book hunts. And you offer only critiques while being sulky and whin-
ing, like the one on Unger’s book.* And you probably have not even
begun to read my essay on the Elective Affinities, while here great and
small alike claim to be waiting for it. I am looking for a new publisher. I
could start with the publication of this essay.’ Do you have any advice?
I hope you are well. Sincere regards.
Yours, Walter

1. Agnon’s brother-in-law, who at the time owned a significant Hebrew collection. He
published a thesaurns of Hebrew incunabula.

2. Thomas Munzer (Munich, 1921). The negative review that appeared there was written
by Siegfried Kracauer.

3. Apparently a brand of cigarettes or tobacco.

4. Erich Unger’s brochure “Uber die staatslose Bildung eines jiidischen Volkes” (Berlin,
1922), sent in by WB.

5. It appeared in Neue dentsche Beitvige 2 (1924—25); in Schriften 1:55fF.

112. To Florens Christian Rang
Berlin
October 14, 1922
Dear Christian,

It would not have taken me such a long time to respond to your
letter and, above all, to express my deepest gratitude if its arrival had not
coincided with a time that is crucial for everything on which it touches.
My father-in-law, who has been moved by our extremely difficult situa-
tion, has been here for approximately one week in order to negotiate with
my parents. My father declared some time ago that any further support
would be contingent upon my taking a job in a bank. I rejected this
and consequently a complete break was imminent, at which point my
father-in-law appeared, summoned by my mother. He has been negotiat-
ing with my parents since then. I, for my part, agreed to earn my own
living, but under two conditions: first, I would do so in such a way I
would not be cut off from a future academic career, i.e. under no circum-
stances would I therefore become a sales representative; second, my father
immediately gives me enough money to set up in a used bookstore. For
I am determined to put an end to my dependence on my parents no
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matter what. Because of their pronounced pettiness and need for control,
it has turned into a torture devouring all the energy I have to work and
all my joy in life. This is not only true for me, but especially for Dora. In
the last few weeks, I have made some small deals involving books, and
not without some success. If there is no other way, I simply must continue
to do this as cleverly and as often as possible. Meanwhile, I must try to
finish my habilitation dissertation as quickly as possible so that we do not
end up being left out in the cold completely before it is due to be com-
pleted. My parents will most probably try to come to an understanding
when it is finished. The negotiations are slogging along so that we are
prepared for the worst. My parents, whose financial circumstances are
very good at this time, are extremely rigid in their way of thinking. As
rigid as my parents are, the resolve with which my parents-in-law not
only morally but, in spite of their limited means, even finandially stand
by us is just as extraordinary. Since you adopted our fears for the future
in your last letter, I am able to add a more detailed response to the above.
I have given careful consideration to the proposal for a lending library.
It seems to me that it gives rise to two possibilities: either I establish such
an institution in the western part of the city, or in some other part of the
city. In the western section, there is competition from the department
store and especially from Amelang, with whom no one can compete. This
would require an immense amount of capital. Ordinary people, however,
not only in the western sector (Schoneberg, etc.) but especially in other
arcas of the city, patronize only Courths-Mahler and, at the very most,
Rudolf Herzog. This is proven by my survey of many such small libraries,
undertaken while I was making the rounds looking for books to buy.
There would be no room here to develop a feeling for and a knowledge
of books. Rather, what would be required would be akin to opening 2
fish store, with the only difference being that a lending library for the
common man has to take into account, first, the possibility of a bad market
and, second, the competition for all the stationery stores that have added
on lending libraries in the poorer sections of the city. As I mull the matter
over, it scems to me that the used book trade offers me the best prospects
by far. In terms of its location, and completely in keeping with your
suggestion, I have been considering affiliating with a regular bookstore
or an antique store, in any case with an already established business. I
have not yet discussed this plan with Erich [Gutkind] because I have been
tied down in Grunewald by my father-in-law’s presence here. On the
other hand, I had already proposed the basic outline of such a plan to
him earlier, at a time when he thought other opportunities were more

promising. In the meantime, these have proven futile—who would have

believed that Erich had it in him to be a traveling salesman!
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With all of this going on, I am being more diligent than ever in testing
the prospects for doing my habilitation. The more obstinate my parents
prove to be, the more I am forced to consider acquiring this certificate of
public recognition, which will bring them into line. Although Heidelberg
is no longer at the forefront of these new considerations, I will be going
there anyway at the beginning of November just to make sure. I am
naturally very much looking forward to visiting you. If—as almost seems
to be the case—my chances might be improved by working outside the
area of pure philosophy, I would also consider submitting a habilitation
dissertation in the field of postmedieval German literature.—Still no news
from Weiflbach. I have set my own private deadline for the Baudelaire.
If Weiflbach fails to meet it, I will ask him for the manuscript back. I
hope I will soon be able to report that I have made new connections.
But let me ask you to remember the Angelus kindly, on account of its
annunciation. In any case, I will remember him this way: this unwritten
journal could not be any more important or dear to me if it existed. But
today—even if Weilbach were to come to me with a printing press ready
to use—I would not do it again. For the time 1s past when I would make
sacrifices for it. And it would all too easily demand the sacrifice of my
habilitation dissertation. Maybe I will be able to see the Angelus flying
toward the earth at some future time. For the moment, however, a journal
of my own would only be possible as a private and, so to speak, anony-
mous enterprise and, in that case, I would gladly and willingly follow your
lead. Furthermore, I would be very glad for Hofmannsthal’s occasional
collaboration. My only project is still the introduction I am writing to
Heinle’s collected papers, on whose publication, of course, I no longer
count. But the preliminary work is nearing an end and it cannot take
more than one month to write the final version.

[...]

Most sincere regards from both of us.

Yours, Walter

113. To Gerhard Scholem

Braunfels im Lahntal
December 30, 1922
Dear Gerhard,

I am basically in the midst of an adventurous journey. At least the part
that is already behind me has been pretty exciting. But here (at Rang’s)
I do not have much time to write—furthermore, it will be better telling
you in person everything that happened.

I am feeling fine in every respect. I do not know of course if I have
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good reasons for doing so. But in contrast to my usual mood, when all
is said and done I am confident about the future. Not because the Angelus
will appear—this is unlikely. I am ashamed to admit it, but I cannot deny
that I read the final proofs of my prospectus in Heidelberg. And that is
it for the moment. I also had some experiences in Heidelberg that, for
the time being, do not allow me to consider the possibility of doing a
habilitation disssertation there. Lederer did not invite me back after my
first visit to his seminar. Surely only because he did not have the time to
do anything for me. With all the stories going around, he does not know
whether he is coming or going. But the other thing went just as wrong.
That is to say, (when, quite unexpectedly, I was given the opportunity to
speak, I had to decide to do the first thing that came to mind, and) I gave
a lecture on lyric poetry to Marianne Weber’s circle: I presented the ideas
from the essay I have been working on for the past nine months. I spent
a whole week preparing the lecture, working almost day and night, and
completed it in draft form. But it failed to make an impression on the
audience. I do not blame myself for this because I had no other choice if
I wanted to make any kind of showing. At least it was useful for my
essay.—The prospects of my doing a habilitation dissertation there have
also become less likely because a Jew by name of [Karl] Mannheim will
apparently do his habilitation there with Alfred Weber. He is an acquain-
tance of Bloch and Lukdcs, a pleasant young man, at whose home I have
been a guest.
~+ All I want to say about Frankfurt is that I looked up [Franz] Rosen-
zweig. Whether because you did not tell me or only told me in passing,
or because it seemed unimportant to you, I learned only from his letter
and, at the same time, from a third party that he is very seriously ill. The
paralysis has reached the speech center so that the only thing he can still
do is produce word fragments, which are very hard to understand. His

wife, whom I find very pretty, does understand and translates them. I -

could stay only about three-quarters of an hour. (Toward the end of my
visit Mr. [Eugen] Rosenstock arrived, who, on account of the impression
he makes, corroborated the reputation that precedes the personalities of
the Patmos circle.! I was told that Rosenzweig had been on the verge of
converting a few years ago; Rosenstock is supposed to be his closest
friend, which, by the way, his wife said too. And since I have already
embarked on this digression,” it is not inappropriate to allude here
to the first essay in the most recent issue of Die Fackel,> “Vom grofien

i~

o b ﬂWclttheatcrschwindcl.” When I read this essay, it took my breath away.

The same experience lies in store for you.) So much for that. I spoke with
Rosenzweig about the influence of his book, its significance, the dangers
associated with it; intellectually he is completely lucid. It is just that he
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made conversation difficult by always making me take the initiative when
I was not really familiar enough with the book to do so. But then, with
considerable vehemence, he brought the conversation around to you. He
does not seem to have gotten over the differences that arose at your last
confrontation* and he seems to see you as a hostile force. Since I was out
of time, I had to break off our conversation when he finally got around
to your attitude or your behavior (I do not know which he meant) toward
compulsory military service, making remarks that struck me as completely
cryptic. I would really like to see Rosenzweig again in spite of everything.
I was told that what he is suffering from is spinal infantile parzdysis,5 and
that it will soon be fatal. I do not know if this is true.
I have been here since the day before yesterday and am resting up as
best I can. I am going to Vienna and Breitenstein in a few days.
[ ] Sincere regards.
Yours, Walter

1. Authors published by Patmos in Wiirzburg, among them some of the most prominent
converted Jews.

2. On conversions.

3. Number 601~7, in which Kraus wrote about his conversion, apropos his leaving the
church,

4. Scholem visited Rosenzweig in the spring of 1922, at which time they had a very
passionate disagreement about Rosenzweig’s German Jewishness.

5. It was an especially severe form of lateral sclerosis.

114. To Gerhard Scholem
Breitenstein
February 1, 1923
[ ... ]I really have nothing good to report about myself. My efforts
in Frankfurt also appear not to hold much promise, as might be concluded
on the basis of the impenetrable silence emanating from that region. I do
not know whether I wrote you that Dr. [Gottfried] Salomon passed my
dissertation and the essay on the Elective Affinities on to Prof. Schultz!
under not unfavorable auspices. [ . . . ] In addition to everything else, it
has become even more impossible to remain in Germany and the prospect
of my getting away has not improved in any way. My stay here is much
too restricted to rest and relaxation for me to be able to keep the gloomi-
ness of these observations at bay through some kind of intense immersion
in work. As soon as I am back, I will return to my introduction to Heinle’s
papers with the somewhat bitter feeling of having to bury it in my desk
at the very moment I complete it. Then I will finish my habilitation
dissertation and, after renewed futile efforts, I will one day worry neither
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about journalism nor academics and study Hebrew regardless of where I
happen to be. When I do that, I will finally be sure to get something out
of my efforts. Given these prospects, I remain calm and basically even
confident to the extent that this is possible. My fondest wish, however,
is still to be able to give up the apartment at my parents’ house.

Of course, I am very, very sad that you are going to Palestine soon.?
My brother-in-law? just came from there on a visit to Vienna.

Yours, Walter

Dear Gerhard,

Two hours ago, I received the news that Wolf Heinle died yesterday
afternoon, on February 1.

1. Franz Schultz (1877-1950).

2. Scholem went to Jerusalem in September 1923, after he had spent the greater part
of the year with WB in Berlin and Frankfurt.

3. Viktor Kellner, Dora Benjamin’s brother, cofounder of the Benyamina Village in
Israel.

115. To Florens Christian Rang
Breitenstein
February 4, 1923
Dear Christian,

Given the sad news I have to report, let me be brief: Wolf Heinle died
on Thursday afternoon, February 1. I do not have any more details about
his death as yet. But of course you know how very much I could rely on
him. You know my past history well enough to be able to measure the
extent of my loss. He and his brother were the finest young men I ever
knew.

[...]

All the best,
Yours, Walter

116. To Florens Christian Rang
February 24, 1923
Dear Christian,

Our last letters crossed in the mail. I have so much to report and
perhaps even some observations to make. It’s a good thing that we will
see each other soon. I am at the point where I again need a// my courage
to keep my chin up. I am less sure of my path than I would like and, on
top of that, there are adversities in the circumstances of my life that some-
times beset me from all sides like wolves and I do not know how to keep
them at bay. And on top of that, death: the death of the few people who,
in spite of the fact that this is incommensurable, provided the standards
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against which to take the measure of my own life. I recently read in
Poe—TI do not have the passage at hand—it was at the beginning of a
short story—something like the following: that there is a way of thinking
that is not sophism; a way of creating things that is not imitation; a way
of acting that is uncalculated. These few values stunned me with their
reminder that there had been people who had lived whose memory joins
things that were very separate for me while they or while one of them
was alive, and who really seemed to have come from another world in
their youth, which they did not outlive. And just as it is possible that
women may unmistakably and classically project beauty, I sometimes say
to myself that anybody with inherent knowledge of the noble life would
also have known at first sight that it was present in these two young men.

Wolf Heinle did not get to read your letter. It arrived the day before
his death and he was already too weak for it to be read to him. But I will
read it gratefully when I get to Gottingen. A single, rather large cash
remittance in the amount of 90,000 marks arrived for him on his last day
as if it were meant to express, even then, his totally cockeyed relationship
to contemporary life. It came from someone who once (at the time of the
Youth Movement) had been close to his brother.

The date for our planned meeting comes at a very good time for me,
as you probably have already gathered from the card I sent from Heidel-
berg. If it would be on the 8th or 9th of March in Frankfurt (not in
Gieflen), I would be very happy. Thank you for your invitation (which
came via Dora in today’s morning mail) and I will gladly contribute what-
ever is in my power and whatever can be reconciled with my guilty reti-
cence in the face of the destiny now making itself felt, overwhelmingly
and perniciously. Of course, these last days of traveling through Germany
have again brought me to the brink of despair and let me peer into the
abyss.

[...]

Sincere regards to Helmuth.! And most sincere regards to you and
your wife.

Yours, Walter

1. Helmuth Rang, born in 1897, son of Florens Christian Rang.

117. To Florens Christian Rang g
Berlin
April 2, 1923
Dear Christian,
Your arrival and Buber’s are being whispered about all over Berlin and
it is only we who are left empty-handed in the midst of such an abundance
of news. According to what you wrote the Ottos,! we are now counting
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on your arrival during the second week of April and are looking forward
to it. You will find something wonderful here, i.e. the new page proofs
of my Baudelaire, which is evidently beginning to appear according to a
transcendental standard of time. Given the horrible experiences to which
publishers subject you, a thing like this is enough (unfortunately!) for my
publisher to regain a grain of the sympathy I had for him. Cassirer has
now, in fact, returned my essay on the Elective Affinities after studying it
for three months. He will not publish it, because of technical difficulties.
Nonetheless, I have not despaired of finding an outlet for it.

I received the minutes a few days ago. I was totally unaware that they
were being duplicated and distributed. To be perfectly honest, it is not
clear to me why this is being done. Of course, the only significant thing
about a meeting like the one in Gieflen is not to capture and fix, in such
a primitive way, the spoken word as it is passed from mouth to mouth.
And in resorting to this form of promulgating information, do you not
touch on and preserve many things you wanted to avoid, since the distri-
bution of these minutes will soon proceed unchecked. At least what I had
to say in Gieflen was not intended for this purpose; I shy away from going
public with such things in this way, out of conviction. If the minutes of
the last meeting in Gieflen are also going to be duplicated, as far as I am
concerned I must urgently request you to say nothing more than to con-
firm my presence. As far as I remember, I did not say much of Importance
anyway.

[ ... ] With great pleasure, I have almost finished reading the Jirg
Jenatsch 1 borrowed from you. The book is on a high level, but captivates
me with the same energy with which seafaring or Indian tales affected me
when I was a boy. What I admire about it are its clean lines and restraint,
which make it resemble a masterful drawing. I would rather not decide
whether, in fact, a trace of bogus “renaissance” does not cling to the
passages that touch most closely on actual historical events.

[ ... ] Until then, most sincere regards to you and your wife from
both of us.

Yours, Walter
1. A married couple, both architects, friends of the Gutkinds.

118. To Florens Christian Rang

Berlin
[September 28, 1923]

Dear Christian,
I want to try to extricate our correspondence from the fate of falling
asleep. It appears that everything here is subject to this fate until there is
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a horrible awakening. In its own way, of course, my long silence also

bears witness to the misery into which even we are increasingly being

dragged. Dora is the one who must bear the greater burden for the time
being. From the first of October on, she will be working for an American
journalist and will therefore be tied up all day. As for me, the task of
succeeding in Frankfurt will not be an easy burden either. It is a matter
of simply forging ahead with a project whose subject matter is refractory
and whose argumentation is subtle. I still do not know if I can do it. At
all events, I am determined to complete a manuscript, i.e. better to be -
chased off in disgrace than to retreat. I have also not given up hope
that, given the quite obvious decline of the umversities, much might be
overlooked in order to gain a privatdocent who, in a certain respect,
would be welcome. But on the other hand the manifestations of decline
have a paralyzing effect. What is certain is that this vigorous attempt to
build a bridge for my escape from Germany will be my last attempt and
that, if it fails, I will have to try to achieve my redemption by swimming,
i.e. by somehow making a success of it abroad, for neither Dora nor I
can endure this siow erosion of all our vitality and worldly goods much
longer. You see it happening more and more every day, especially in the
big cities. For example, where we are, public transportation has almost
completely disappeared and Dora has had to try to find an apartment for
us in the city, purely for the sake of her job. We spent all of last month
looking for an apartment; for the moment, we have turned the search
over to the housing office.-—The final proofs for my Baudelaire arrived
today. It is likely that it may turn out to be among the last German
publications to appear for the time being, because everything connecred
with the book trade is languishing. This book naturally will also be a
limited huxury edition. I have thought about what my prospects of getting
into the Neue deutsche Beitrdge might be. I am now ready in every respect
to turn to Hofmannsthal with the manuscript of my Elective Affinities
essay, whether with your help or on my own. I await your instruc-
tions.—Scholem left for Jerusalem two weeks ago, where he will most
likely sooner or later get a secure position at the library.

I would like to think that time goes by more pleasantly in your seclu-
sion, that things are going well, and that you have better news from
Davos. I am worried about the fate of the manuscript you read to an
audience in Frankfurt. There 1s probably no chance of it being published.
You probably also know that Buber’s anthology will not appear. I had
revised my essay for it. I still cling to the idea of a private journal, as we
had originally envisioned, without seeing any possibility of its realization.
I sometimes think that the “night when no one can have any effect” has
already fallen.
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Please write soon with some comforting words. Sincere regards to you
and your wife from Dora and Walter.

[

119. To Florens Christian Rang
October 7, 1923
Dear Christian,

It was very comforting to receive such encouraging and detailed news
from you, given my anxiety, which had been growing day by day. I expect
to be further heartened by your manuscript.! I have had the remarkable
experience that my attempts to communicate its ideas were nowhere given
a positive reception and, what’s more, were not understood. I believe
there are two reasons for this: first, nowadays every intellectual enterprise,
as well as every economic enterprise that has intellectual underpinnings,
if it proposes to undertake the improvement of Germany, seems to be
encumbered by a bad omen for those who have suffered through the last
ten years here in full consciousness; second, the preconditions for your
request include personal ties, that it is to say, hardship that has been
experienced in common. Perhaps, even probably, your more elemental
mode of developing ideas will convince some people where my way of
mediating them would fail. T will let you know whether and how I will
compose my postscript once I have read your manuscript. It seems to me
that it depends on whether I can demonstrate the conviction that allows
me to agree with you in such simple terms that the few lines you have
allotted me for this purpose would emerge naturally. Right now I must
avoid true immersion in the philosophy of politics, all the more because
I still have not gotten into my own work as much as I would like. The
need to forge ahead with it makes me pause in my work again and again
to think of an angle from which I could succinctly formulate everything
I had to say. But this angle will not reveal itself very soon, given the
refractory nature of the topic. All in all, my original theme, “Trauerspiel
and tragedy,” again scems to be pushing its way to the fore. It would
consist of a confrontation of both forms, carried out and concluded by
deducing the form of tragic drama from the theory of allegory. On the
whole, I will have to draw my citations from the works of the second
Silesian school, partly for reasons of expediency and partly so as not to
go too far afield. An unpleasant aftertaste lingers from my having to
interrupt my project on poetry so soon before its completion, since I was
thrown off track in terms of the pedantically neat way in which I usually
finish things. Aside from these two things, some earlier concerns unfortu-
nately remain relevant. And unfortunately the primary concern is still
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Dora’s health. It is uncertain whether she is at all up to the job she has just
taken on. Most recently, on top of everything else, public transportation in
our area has become almost useless but Dora must depend on it in the
winter. [ ... ]

I would be really delighted to have a leisurely conversation with you
again. For this reason, as well as many others, let me thank you most
sincerely for inviting me once again. Of course, I will consider going to
Frankfurt only when I have worked out a precise plan for my habilitation
dissertation. This is not likely before December in any case. It seems to
me that your political prognosis has every likelihood of coming true.
Things could turn out differently, but only for the Ruhr and Rhine areas.

You seem to have missed that in his letter> Hofmannsthal expresses
the desire that you continue to mediate between us for the time being.
For this reason, let me ask you to forward to him the manuscripts that I
will soon make available to you, and also to enclose a few lines with them
on my behalf. I consider it highly advisable to follow Hofmannsthal’s lead
precisely. A passage in the essay on the Elective Affinities is also causing
me difficulty. In it T indicate (but carefully and very moderately) my
opinion of Rudolf Borchardt, the person who is closest to him. For Hof-
mannsthal will-—and should—not be broadminded in this regard. Very
soon, you will receive 1) my essay on the Elective Affinities, 2) some things
by Heinle, and maybe 3) some things I wrote which have already been
published.—Please let me know as soon as you hear something definitive
about the publication of your Deutsche Baubiitte.

For today, most sincere regards from both of us to you and your wife.

Yours, Walter

1. Florens Christian Rang, Deutsche Baubriitte: Ein Wort an uns Deutsche tiber migliche
Gerechtigkeit gegen Belgien und Frankreich und zur Philosophie der Politik, with responses by
Alfons Paquet, Ernst Michel, Martin Buber, Karl Hildebrandt, Walter Benjamin, Theodor
Spira, and Otto Erdmann (Leipzig: Sannerz, 1924). For WB’s response, see lerter 123.

2. See “Hugo von Hofmannsthal und Florens Christian Rang: Briefwechsel, 1905-
1924,” Neue Rundschau 70 (1959), pp. 40248, esp. pp. 4191t

120. To Florens Christian Rang
Berlin
[October 24, 1923)
Dear Christian,

The package I sent by registered mail—containing the “Critique of
Violence,” an issue of the Argonauten, the essay on Elective Affinities, and
a selection from Fritz and Wolf Heinle’s writings—has probably reached
you by now and I hope it has been forwarded to Hofmannsthal along
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with a few requisite lines. As I have said, I resorted to this way of getting
things to him as a means of complying with his wish that nothing be
“simplified.” I hope this parcel will not disappear into the mythic hell of
editors, but that there will soon be a friendly echo in response. I must
add that I need all of these pieces back—except if need be the “Critique
of Violence.” Each of these items represents the only, or last, copy I have.
I think that six weeks will surely be enough time for him to look at them
at leisure; after that, I would like to have them back in my possession. I
thought it would be better to wait before sending a sample of my sonnets.

I still have not heard anything from you about the Berlin manuscript
of your book. I am impatiently awaiting it. Has the publisher come to a
decision about its publication in the meantime? Otherwise, how are things
going at home and with your writing? [ . . . ] I, for my part, am as busy
as can be with my work—to be more precise, busy doing the relevant
reading for it. I certainly do not intend to slack oft and will finish the
project, one way or another. Yet the difficulties associated with a scholarly
position are evident in the context of such a decadent way of life and
living conditions and they strike me as inexorable and unavoidable. Even
now, these difficulties unceasingly occupy my thoughts. The idea of rescu-
ing the independent and private essence of my existence, which is inalien-
able to me, by fleeing this demoralizing interaction with what is empty,
worthless, and brutal is gradually becoming self-evident to me. The only
problem is how? And at the moment I have come upon a truly unexpected
and, for me, feasible way of doing this. But I am not going to say anything
about it, precisely because I am pinning so much hope on it. By the way,
at the moment Berlin in particular is totally unbearable; its people are as
bitter as they are helpless and, in the last few days, both their bitterness
and helplessness have increased because of a widespread and sudden short-
age of bread. (The Gurtkinds are again occupying a defensive position,
part of a Siegfried line in front of the Liitzowplatz, and I hope it won’t
end with a Versailles treaty.) Apropos things French, I remain unflinch-
ingly and cunningly at my post for the sake of expanding my library. Even
now, given the truly horrid economic conditions, I managed to get a
whole slew of things by Stendhal and Balzac in a trade. Also the first
German Dante translation (into prose) by Bachenschwanz in 1768. My
study of the baroque is also bringing bibliographical oddities to my atten-
tion on an almost daily basis. Otherwise there is again precious little good
news to report. Dora’s health keeps me in a constant state of suspense.
At the moment she does not want to hear anything about taking it easy
because we are financially dependent on her job. But maybe a solution
will present itself, since her boss seems inclined to reduce the number of
hours the office is open, in which case Dora’s job would only require a
half day’s work.
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Please send news about everything of concern to you and us as soon
as possible. Did I already write you that my Baudelaire has appeared? I
have not yet received my author’s copies.
Most sincere regards to you and your wife.
Yours, Walter

1. On the death of Friedrich C. Heinle and Rika Seligson; the manuscript seems to
have been lost.

121. To Florens Christian Rang

‘ Bertin
[November 8, 1923]
Dear Christian,

I received your manuscript only yesterday. But now a new deplorable
state of affairs has arisen. Given the present state of my project, it is
absolutely impossible for me to finish reading your manuscript in just a
few days as you expected. For reading always makes problems come terri-
bly alive for me. What is more, my habilitation dissertation is making
such heavy demands on my concentration that I could do what you ask
of me and really get something out of it only during my free time. Any-
thing else would just be idle “note taking,” which would make no sense.
I do not know whether your plans make it possible for you to do without
this copy for a while yet. Let me ask you to arrange for me to keep it a
while longer if at all possible. As you know, this is very important to me,
not only so that I can get a clear picture of what you have written, but
also so that, with your permission, I will be able to discuss one or another
important passage with close friends.

That is my first request. I must reluctantly follow this with another
request, the reverse of the first one. A few days ago, I heard from Frank-
furt that someone in a position of influence is again asking for my essay
on the Elective Affinities. Even earlier, a few days before I sent you the
manuscript for Hofmannsthal, I had requested the return of my other
copy by registered mail (the third and last copy is in Palestine in Scholem’s
possession) from an acquaintance in Heidelberg. It still has not arrived.
I have requested it again, but I must fear the worst (especially in view of
the scandalous state of.the postal service). There is nothing left for me
but the following: if the Heidelberg manuscript does not get to me right
away, to my most profound chagrin I would be forced to ask Hofmanns-
thal to send his copy, temporarily and in my name, to:

Prof. Franz Schultz, University of Frankfurt a. M.,
German Department, by registered mail!
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And indeed, I must again ask you to be the intermediary. Should this
become necessary, you will get a telegram containing only the word manu-
script. Since there is 7eally a lot at stake for me in the timely arrival of
my essay in Frankfurt, I unfortunately cannot let myself be swayed by
consideration for you or for Hofmannsthal. This mishap is naturally very
unpleasant for me. If necessary, please write to Hofmannsthal after you
have received the telegram, making it absolutely clear to him that I really
do beg his forgiveness.
That’s all for today. I am waiting to hear what you want me to do
about the Baulritte.
Most sincere regards.
Yours, Walter

122. To Florens Christian Rang
November 18, 1923
Dear Christian,

I had originally intended to limit this communication to a postcard
too. But in considering your latest letters and the affectionate concern all
of them express, I decided to write you at greater length. Even though I
really would have liked to have had your letter to Erich [Gutkind] at hand
while writing you. I have read it, of course, but my memory is too much
like a sieve. To begin, let me admit that my situation is not the same as
Erich’s in every respect. Let me now take a closer look at the context and
put it in a nutshell: Erich has probably never experienced what is positive
in the German phenomenon. Rather, long ago and most regrettably, he
carelessly dedicated himself in his first books, which he has now out-
grown, to what was European. He did this in a way that would necessarily
one day reveal itself, and had to reveal itself, as a mistake to anyone with
eyes to see. For me, on the contrary, circumscribed national characteristics
were always central: German or French. I will never forget that I am

bound to_the former and how deep these ties go. I will be all the more
‘Funlikcly to forget this given my current project, for nothing takcs - you
decpcr and binds you more closely than the attempt to “redeem” the
wrmngs of the past, as I intend to do. When I think about all the experi-
ences in my life, T conclude that I do not owe anyone a word of explana-
tion, least of all you who are so familiar with them. Now, however, I
must mention some instances that yon do not seem to consider in terms
of their importance for me. Let me begin with the current situation of
Germanness. Nowadays, of course, you represent genuine Germanness
(indeed, at the risk of annoying you, I would almost like to say that,
because of the great impression made on me by my unfortunately some-
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what spotty reading of your Baubiitte, you are the only one who does).
But this is not the first time you have heard me say that it is with enormous
reluctance, with the most profound reservations, that I increase the num-
ber of your followers by one person, with my Jewish self. These reserva-
tions are the result not of opportunistic considerations, but of a compel-
ling insight of which I am constantly aware: only those who belong to a
people are called on to speak in the most terrible moments of that people.
No, even more: only those who belong to this people in the most eminent
sense, who not only speak the mea res agitur, but may also express the
propriam vem ago. Jews should certainly not speak out. (The profound
inevitability of Rathenau’s death has always been clear to me, while the
death of Landauer, who had not “spoken” but “screamed,” is a much
graver accusation against the Germans.) Should he have his say as well?
This too is one of the questions, indeed, objectively the most important
one, that your request to contribute a response awakens in me. And
shouldn’t I be allowed to say, in this context in which it belongs, that any
piece of writing whose effect will be measured with such finely calibrated
weights, as needs must happen with yours, does itself an injustice in [ . . . |
admitting Martin Buber into its entourage. Here, if anywhere, we are at
the core of the current Jewish question: Jews today endanger even the
best German cause for which they stand up publicly, because their public
German expression is necessarily venal (in the deeper sense). It cannot
produce a certificate of authenticity. Secret relationships between Germans
and Jews can be maintained with an entirely different kind of legitimacy.
As for the rest, I believe that my principle is true and apt: nowadays
everything having to do with German-Jewish relationships that has a isi-
ble impact does so to their detriment; furthermore, nowadays a salutary
complicity obligates those individuals of noble character among both peo-
ples to keep silent about their ties.—Returning to the question of emigra-
tion, it is relevant to the Jewish question only in the sense of this defensive
answer to your attempt at commitment. Otherwise, it is not. Rather, for
the moment its demands on me come down to one thing: to learn He-
brew. Regardless of where I wind up, I will not forget what is German.
Although this too must be said: the obdurate spirit with which this people
outdoes itself at this very hour in prolonging its prisonlike solitary con-
finement will gradually, if not bury alive its intellectual treasures, then
make them rusty, difficult to manipulate and to move. We know of course
that the past consists not of crown jewels that belong in a museum, but
of something always affected by the present. Germany’s past now suffers
because the country is bcmg cut off from all other life on earth. Who
| knows how long it can continue to be understood here as a living entity.

* For my part, I have already reached the limit of being able to do so. And
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without dwelling on the spiritual problems, let me turn to the material
problems. I do not see any possibility, even as far as my habilitation is
concerned, of devoting anything approximating my undivided attention
to my endeavors. Hunger poses a most serious threat to anyone seriously
engaged in intellectual pursuits in Germany. I am not yet talking about
starving to death but what I am saying is nonetheless based on Erich’s
and on my (in this regard, very similar situations and) experiences. Natu-
rally, there are many ways of going hungry. But none is worse than

J"‘ doing so in the midst of a starving people. Here everything consumes

L and nothing nourishes any longer. My mission could not be fulfilled here,
even if it were here. It is from this perspective that I view the problem
of emigration. God willing, a solution can be found. I may go on a trip
in just a few weeks—to Switzerland or to Italy. Once I have finished
making my excerpts, I can work better and live more cheaply there. But,
of course, this is not a solution. Vague though they are, let us save the
possibilities that occur to me for when we can talk face to face. As far as
Palestine is concerned, at present there exists neither the practical possibil-
ity nor a theoretical necessity for me to go there.

Dora is considering the possibility of America. For the time being, she
is just scouting out the territory and has written to inquire about her
chances of getting a job there. She lost her job after the Americans reduced
the staff here. Her health has recently improved. She has finally been able
to borrow a piano and to play at home for the first time in years. This
has made us very happy. For some time now, I have had a small room
here, c/o Ruben, Gartenhaus III, 6 Meierotto St. My work has been
progressing much better since I have begun to enjoy such extraordinary
peace and quiet. This presents me with two problems and what you have
to say about them would be of immense importance to me. Let me state
both of them as succinctly as possible. The first concerns seventeenth-
century Protestantism. I ask myself, to what should you attribute the
fact that the Protestant writers in particular (the Silesian dramatists were
{ Protestants, indeed, emphatically so) exhibit a wealth of ideas that are

‘medwml to the highest degree: an extremely drastic concept of death, an
| atmosphere permeated by the dance of death, a concept of history as
igtand tragedy. Of course, I am familiar with the differences between this
and the Middle Ages, but I still ask, why is it that precisely thss highly
medieval range of concepts could have such a spellbinding effect at that
time? That was one question. Your comments would be very important
to me. I suspect that the state of Protestantism at that time, which is not
accessible to me, would shed light on this question. The second question
concerns the theory of tragedy about which I cannot refrain from express-
ing myself. I know from our conversations that you have clearly defined

1923 o 217

views on this. Is there a way you could let me know what they are, at
least their most important aspects? I remember that we were very much

. in agreement rcgardmg this question, but unfortunately not with suffi-
chmnt clarity concerning details (such as the relationship between tragedy

and prophecy, among others).

" 1 was delighted with the first lines from Hofmannsthal. I am eager for
what may follow.—Regarding the Heinle poem, the text of the typewrit-
ten version is the correct one. When 1 come to Braunfels (when? I am
still uncertain whether this will be in December), I may be able to bring
you some of Wolf Heinle’s things that will give you a new insight. I am
thinking in particular of the fairy tales with which you are probably still
unfamiliar. I am looking forward to the page proofs of your Baubiitte.
The manuscript was not easy to read. I hope I will soon have your answer
to some of the things I touched on in this letter. Let me add most sincere
wishes for Helmuth’s recovery and regards to you and your wife.

Yours, Walter

123. To Florens Christian Rang
Berlin
November 23, 1923
Dear Christian,
Response!

I would like to think of the response form you proposed as a written
dedication to you, rather than as a postscript to what you have written.
For it would be frivolous of me to use the impression made on me by
the lecture and the few page proofs as the occasion for my own comments.
No matter how urgently you feel they are required, glosses might also
easily damage the singular beauty of what you have written. Of course
this beauty is not what is essential. But no subject responsibly addressed
by a philosopher can disavow its relevance. It would diminish in impor-
tance if subjected to an analysis that stresses one thing but ignores others.
Yet, in the final analysis, the hope of being effective rests on this somewhat
elevated style of speech, which was meant to disappear. You know that I
do not share that hope. But some of the doubts, which I was not the
only one to feel, are belied by what is written here, as well as by its having
been published. Other things will prevail. But this text, before which the

brutal thoughtlessness of public debate is exposed, will also prevail. Any-
one who was crippled by the alternative either of being captured by those
who pussyfoot through a splendid refutation of the Clarté movement or
of disavowing his best intellectual convictions in pacifistic conventions
will now see himself delivered from these al