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Translator’s Note

Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels, Benjamin’s most extensive, most
complex, and most esoteric work, is a book which makes considerable
demands on the reader, the printer, and the translator. The translator’s
difficulties begin with the word Trauersprel (literally = mourning-play ),
which is used to refer to modern, baroque tragedy as distinct from classi-
cal tragedv (Tragidie). In the following version the German word
Trauerspiel has been preserved throughout.

The text used 1s as printed in: Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften
Unter Mitwirkung von Theodor W. Adorno und Gershom Scholem,
herausgegeben von Rolf Tiedemann und Hermann Schweppenhauser,
I, 1, Abhandlungen, Frankfurt a.M., 1974, pp. 203-430. The editorial
principles of this edition (see vol. I, 3, pp. 955-961) have, as far as
possible, been respected. Here, as in the edition of 1928, footnotes do not
appear as page-notes but are placed at the end of the work , and quotations,
even verse-quotations, are not formally separated, but are printed as an
integral part of the continuous text, ensuring that a pause for breath
occurs only between the separate, and intensely concentrated sections
that make up the ‘mosaic’ which is Benjamin’s text. The need both to
quote Benjamin’s source-material in the original, and to provide English
translations — printed as page-notes — has necessitated some departure
from this latter principle. To avoid ambiguity, a verucal stroke (1) 1s
used to separate lines of verse in quotations, the diagonal stroke (')
being used as a punctuation mark (Frgel) in certain baroque texts.

My task in preparing this English version was rendered considerably
easier than it might have been by the substantial preliminary work of
Ben Brewster to whom I am deeply grateful.

I should also like to thank the friends and colleagues who generously
gave their help, in particular Michael Wadsworth for his translations from
the Latin, Rosemarie Ashe for her assistance in preparing the typescript,
and my wife for her help with all aspects of the work. Responsibility for
any failure to do justice to Benjamin’s remarkable book rests, of course,
with me.

J.O. University of Sussex January 1977






Introduction

George Steiner

Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) wrote the Ursprung des deutschen Trauer-
spiels in the period between May 1924 and late March or early April 1925.
A short excerpt appeared in the Neue Deutsche Bettrage, 11, 3, for August
1927. The book itself was published in Berlin in January 1928. Upto 1931
it received six brief notices, at least three of which were abruptly negative.
After 1931, the Ursprung (1t is best to keep the German title until its main
terms can be looked at closely) was literally an extinct work — one of a
fascinating group of writings and works of art assigned to oblivion by the
rise of National Socialism and the consequent dispersal or destruction of
the German-Jewish community. Single copies survived in the custody
and recollection of Benjamin’s friends or of a handful of interested
refugees - Gershon Scholem, T W Adorno, Siegtried Kracauer,
Hannah Arendt. The text became available again in the 1955 two-volume
edition of Benjamin’s Schrifien. Since then it has become recognized as
one of the most original books of literary and philosophical criticism of
the twentieth century.

Whoever engages this difficult text seriously, will rely on the variorum
version issued in the Frankfurt edition of the collected works, Gesammelte
Schriften, 1, 1 (1974) by Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppen-
hauser ; and more particularly on the textual-biographical material which
the editors have assembled in volume I, 3, pp. 868-981. Surprisingly, a
great number of Benjamin’s letters and notebooks, together with academic
and journalistic documents relevant to the Ursprung, survived personal
and public catastrophe. Thev now form part of the Benjamin archive.
With their aid, the editors can give an almost continuous account of the
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sources, composition and publication of the work, and of Walter Benja-
min’s mner history at the time It is the most fragile of evidence  notes,
provisional outlines, an unpublished preface to a monograph which
academic contempt and political barbarism had consigned to silence -
which has proved the most durable What follows draws throughout on
Tiedemann’s and Schweppenhauser’s detailed findings

The dedication of the {rsprung 1s marked ‘sketched’ or ‘concenved’
(entworfen) 1916 and ‘wntten’ 1925. Both statements are factually
erroncous and characteristic of Benjamin's casualness or arcane tom-
foolery But the earlier date has its pertinence, for 1t was in 1916 that
Benjamin wrote three unpublished essavs in which a number of the
crucial ideas and techniques of the Ursprung are first set out. “Trauerspiel
und Tragodie’ argues a distinction which will be fundamental to the
book; ‘Die Bedeutung der Sprache in Trauerspiel und Tragodie’ and the
sovereignly entitled ‘Ueber Sprache uberhaupt und uber die Sprache der
Menschen’ - now available in volume I1 of the Frankfurt edition - are a
first trial of the philosophy of language and poetic logic that determine
both the method and stvle of the U'rsprung. Between 1916 and 1924,
Benjamin wrote his doctoral dissertation on the concept of art-criticism
in the German romantic movement (1920) and his famous analysis of
Goethe's Elective Affinities published, under the enthusiastic patronage
of the poet and dramatist Hugo von Hofmannsthal in the April 1924 and
January 1925 numbers of the Neue Deutsche Bertrage. Both the disserta-
tion and the essay enter into the intellectual fabric and idiom of the study
of baroque drama.

In the German svstem, a doctoral thesis is only a first and local step
towards higher academic qualification. The latter depends on a Flabilitu-
tronsschrift, which is a full-scale text, ready for impression, and submitted
to the appropriate faculty of a university for public examination and
judgement. If the work is found acceptable, the author recenves the venia
legend:r, which is the invitation and right to lecture in the university as a
Privatdozent. 1t is from this body that the university system as a whole
recruits its extraordinary and ordinary professors.

This bit of titular heraldry 1s necessary if one is to grasp Benjamin’s
purpose in writing the Ursprung as well as certain features of the book.
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Though born into comfortable Jewish-Berlin circumstances, Benjamin,
now married and entering his thirties, had no professional endowments
or means of support He and his wife lived in his father’s house and
benefited from parental financial help. There were tensions between
father and son, and inflation raged As early as 1919, Benjamin had
resolved to ‘habilitate himself” and thus obtain an academic berth.
Neither of his alternative projects, a career as a free-lance man of letters
or as an antiquarian bookseller (Benjamin was a rapacious, expert
bibliophile) looked at all realistic At first Benjamin thought of the
university in Berne, where he had spent a part of the war years But the
German financial crisis made residence in Switzerland prohibitive. So in
December 1922, Benjamin went to Heidelberg to reconnoitre. His con-
clusions are a graphic witness to the situation then prevailing in Weimar
academic spheres. As Benjamin wrote to Scholem on December 30th, the
professor he called on had not asked him back, and the fact that one Karl
Mannheim was proposing to do his ‘habilitation’ under the aegis of
Alfred Weber almost ruled out prospects for any other Jewish aspirant
By March 1923, Benjamin had fixed on Frankfurt where his grand-uncle
had held a chair of mathematics and where the Ordinarius for Germanistik
(we would now say ‘the Chairman of the Department of German lan-
guage and literature’) seemed well disposed

By the late summer of 1923, Benjamin, back in Berlin, had chosen his
theme and had begun to give rough outline to his argument. A letter to
Professor Schultz, the Ordinarius in question, suggests that it was he who
had directed Benjamin towards the Baroque tragedians, mainly of the
Silesian school, of the mid-seventeenth century. But as we shall see, the
grounds of sensibility and craft from which the Ursprung derives are
specific to Benjamin. By the autumn of the vear, Benjamin’s research was
in progress. He was a library-cormorant and devourer of ancient print
quite in the manner of a Coleridge or a Marx. He had collected baroque
poetry and emblem-books for his personal delight. Now he could ferret
with intent among the folios, broadsheets and in-octavos of the Berlin
Staatsbibliothek. He made some six-hundred excerpts from long-dormant
baroque plays, from theological tracts of that tormented period, and from
secondary sources.
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This burrowing took place against a darkening domestic and political
backdrop. During the winter of 1923-4, Benjamin conceived the notion
of completing his labours abroad, under less stringent pressures. In a
letter to his intimate, Christian Florens Rang, Benjamin, immersed in the
grey of archival scholarship, hit on an arresting image- the requisite
research and discipline of scholarly torm makes of ‘every completed work
the death-mask of its intention’. To Scholem, who had emigrated to
Palestine, Benjamin reported in March of 1924 that his hibrary-quarrying
was essentially complete and that the structure of the book as a whole was
now clear in his mind. The letter dated March 5th is key : in it Benjamin
relates his ideas on the emblematic-allegorical temper of the baroque
spirit to the esoteric sides of German romanticism - notably in Johann
Wilhelm Ritter and Novalis. Here was the necessary continuity with
Benjamin’s preceding studies.

May found Walter Benjamin on Capri, steeped in the actual composi-
tion of the Ursprung. Letters to Scholem of June 13th and the 16th of
September tell of progress, and of the ever-increasing density and
complication of Benjamin’s treatment. The arcane material excrcises
‘its dizzyving force of attraction’. The very act of writing 1s generating its
own singular methodology and philosophic bias. There are, moreover,
counter-currents at work. On July 7th, Benjamin reports to Scholem
that he has met a woman-revolutionary from Riga, and that this meeting
has raised in his mind the possibilities of ‘a radical communism’. Asja
Lacis was to play a still obscure but important role in Benjamin's existence
and political thought. Simultaneously, Benjamin was reading Lukdcs's
History and Class Consciousness; it was striking and, in a sense, validating
(bestutigend ), observed Benjamin, that Lukdcs, operating from wholly
political premises, should have reached epistemological conclusions very
similar to those he himself was now expounding. After a Rome visit in the
fall, Benjamin returned to Berlin. The death of Rang, in October, signi-
fied that his ideal reader, and perhaps the only reader fully capable of
judging the Ursprung, was gone. The reflections on baroque melancholy
and on the triumphs of desolation in baroque fantasy and speech took on
a private edge. By Apnil 6th, 1923, the monograph was completed.

The next episode 1s one of predictable rout. In the process of working
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on the Ursprung, Benjamin had felt dubious as to the academic flavour of
his theories and style. Nor was he convinced that the routine of teaching
demanded of a Privatdozent would suit the labyrinthine involutions and
meditative ease of his person. But now the manuscript lay ready, its
scholarly apparatus prominent and extensive. Benjamin’s confidence
returned. Lesser men had achieved their Habilitation for a shallow frac-
tion of the work /e had done. In February, nearing the end of his efforts,
Benjamin had judged the Frankfurt situation to be ‘not unfavourable’.
Soon he knew better.

Professor Schultz found the Ursprung iappropriate to Germamnistik.
He passed it on to the department of aesthetics or philosophy of art. For-
mal submission took place on May 12th. On July 27th, 1925, Schultz
wrote to Benjamin urging him to withdraw his application and thus avoid
the unpleasantness of public refusal. Professor Hans Cornelis (and 1t is
from such episodes that academics sometimes garner their mite of
immortality), the local aesthetician, had found the Ursprung to be an
incomprehensible morass. By late September, Benjamin’s tenuous links
with the university world were broken. Long after Benjamin’s death the
affair was to have its epitaph: ‘Geist kann man nicht habilitieren’, said a
professor of post-war vintage. ‘One cannot habilitate Geist’. The word,
of course, means both ‘spirit’ and ‘wit’, and carries those connotations of
‘knowledge’, of ‘masterly knowing’ which ‘wit’ or wissen derive from
Anglo-Saxon and Old German roots Benjamin's editors castigate this bit
of repartee as heartless and impertinent But is 1t?

What remains certain is the fact that Benjamin’s failure to obtain an
academic toehold compelled him to a free-lance life, to the precarious,
crrant practices of a critic, translator, reviewer and script-writer for radio.
Whether his achievements were lamed or incited by this condition is,
even today, anawkward question. The Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels
1s Walter Benjamin’s only completed book. The rest of his writings, which
will comprise eight sizeable tomes, was produced in the guise of essays,
translations, fragments, short notices, scripts. And the reader he en-
visaged for the serious part of his work was, literally, posthumous.
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What sort of book is the Ursprung? No simple answer will do, because
Benjamuin’s text is multiple in its voice and intentions. The first point to
make is one of general background. Any Gesteswissenschaftler — that
notoriously elusive but essential term which aims to distinguish the
intuitions, the disciplines of analysis in the philosophic-spiritual sphere
from those in the purely historical, sociological or exact sciences - working
in Germany in the 1920s, would relate to two exemplary precedents.
Hegel's Phenomenology had dramatized the experience and the exposition
of abstract thought. It had made of philosophic discourse a self-unfolding,
dramatic process inseparable from the characteristics of individual style.
To this dramatization and dynamic reciprocity of matter and tone, the
dialectic, Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy had added a seductive amal-
gam of lyricism and professional philology.

In agreeing to play the academic game, in striving to become a partici-
pant in it, Benjamin will have had in mind, as did Adorno when he
composed his Habilitationsschrift on Kierkegaard, that Hegel had spent
his life as a pedagogue, that Nietzsche had begun as a voung professor in
the most mandarin of faculties, that of classical studies. The launching of
radical, sharply idiosyncratic books from an official scholastic base
seemed to guarantee that one could at once satisfy and ironically transcend
the demands of the university (Kierkegaard’s own Magister dissertation
on the nature of Socratic irony, a masterpiece of indirection, would have
served as a further example of subversion from within). By virtue of its
title and numerous textual echoes, the Ursprung aligns itself immediately
with Nietzsche’s famous monograph. In its motion of spirit, in the way
in which idiom and organization enact the formal case, Benjamin’s
treatise is Hegelian.

But although its stance is ambiguous, Benjamin’s work does aim
resolutely at fulfilling academic conventions. The resigned or playful
tone of Benjamin’s letters only half conceals the pride of a scholarly
initiate, bibliographer, philological critic and pioneer iconographer. The
fields of reference are rich and hermetic: an Ars heraldica of 1688, a
Rosicrucian tract of 1679, a Latin lexicon of mottoes and devices, dated
1683, pamphlets and pasquinades in defense of the antique dignity of the
German tongue issued in Nuremberg during the 1640s and 50s, Salmasius



Introduction 13

on regicide, the posthumous writings of J. W. Ritter, the romantic
illuminist (at which point Dr. Benjamin draws attention to a forged title-
page). The secondary sources are also duly recondite: Conrad Hofer on
the Rudolfstadter Festspiel of 1665—7; Lukécs’s early Die Seele und die
Formen (then scarcely known); Werner Weisbach on the Italian trionfi;
Yeats’s essavs on theatre; Panofsky and Saxl on Durer’s Melencolia.

In a way that is symptomatic of the man of letters advancing on aca-
demic ground, Benjamin becomes entranced by the props and rituals of
the exercise. The obscurity of his primary texts, the very fact that Opitz,
Gryphius, Lohenstein and their fellow-playwrights had lain so long
neglected, excites the commentator. Like philologists and professors
throughout the guild, Benjamin found himself praising works just
because they were opaque and rebarbative. Perhaps unconsciously, he
mimed the tricks of the trade: the magisterial footnote, the allusive
digression, the qualifying vet copious resort to examples and citations
where a point is to be scored. At several marked levels, the Ursprung is a
Habilitationsschrift aiming to enlist and instruct the faculties of German
and/or Aesthetics at the esteemed University of Frankfurt a. Main.

At other points it is a poetic-metaphysical meditation unique to Walter
Benjamin’s intellectual world and private feelings. The Jewish facets
make this obvious. Franz Rosenzweig’s Der Stern der Erlisung had
appeared in 1921. It seemed to articulate, as no other book had, the un-
stable glories of the German-Jewish connection and of the bearing of that
connection on the Jewish past and on the enigma of the messianic future.
It also contained one of the three models of a theory of tragedy which
Benjamin drew on - the two others being Nietzsche’s and that of the
phenomenologist and Husserl-follower Max Scheler. And what of the
Kabbalah? The question is relevant to the Erkenntniskritische Iorrede (the
‘Epistemo-Critical Prologue’ as our translator puts it) to the Ursprung.
This is, together with Heidegger’s work of whose beginnings Benjamin
was uneasily aware, one of the more impenetrable pieces of prose in
German or, for that matter, in any modern language. In his exquisite
memoir of his friend, Walter Benjamin — die Geschichte emner Freundschaft
(1975), Gershom Scholem reports that Benjamin had said of this pro-
logue, to the scholar-critic Max Rychner and to Adorno, that it could be
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understood only by a reader who also knew the Kabbalah. Scholem’s own
work on the Kabbalah had hardly begun at that point, and it was certainly
not esoteric Judaica that the two men had discussed during their years of
intimacy first in Berne and then in Germany. Did Benjamin mean no
more than to say that there were vital texts even darker, more riddling
than his? Or had he already caught some intimation of the kabbalistic
paradigm of the hidden word, of the forty-nine levels of meaning in and
beneath the written letter which Scholem was later to expound ? What-
ever its overt intention, Benjamin’s analogy is in fact penetrating. Steeped
in the ambience of Lutheran and counter-Reformation art and drama,
with their decisive bias towards allegory, the Ursprung, and not merely
the problematic first section, does reflect a Jewish hallowing of the word,
an almost tactile sense of the mystery of saying. This makes Benjamin’s
critique contemporary, in more than date, of Kafka and the earlier
Wittgenstein (indeed how profound and curious are the affinities between
technical philosophy and literary criticism, between fiction and the new
music, across the entire spectrum of European Judaism in the 1920s).

To Asja Lacis, if the recollections she published in 1971 are to be
trusted, Benjamin said nothing of Kabbalah. Challenged on the un-
worldly, owlish nature of his research, Benjamin replied as follows. He was
bringing a new, presumably more exact terminology into aesthetics. In
particular, he was mapping the hitherto blurred distinction between
‘tragedy’ and Trauerspiel. A clear demarcation between these two terms
was essential not only to a grasp of baroque drama and the baroque
world-view, but also to that of certain aspects of German literature in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Benjamin went further. His examin-
tion of the baroque theatre and of the devices of figuration and allegory
which are its predominant attribute, had its contemporary pertinence. It
would throw light on parallel elements in Expressionism. And now,
according to Asja Lacis, Benjamin was involved in the study of Lukidcs
and was beginning to take an active interest in the possibilities of a
materialist aesthetic.

So far as they can be reconstructed, the facts are these: Benjamin had
come to Capri with Ernst Bloch, the Marxist millenarian. Asja Lacis
certainly exercised a real influence. Benjamin may have started his reading
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of History and Class Consciousness before going on to Rome (the point is
not clear). In later years Benjamin himself said of the Ursprung that it was
a ‘dialectical’ work though in no way an example of dialectical materialism.
The weight Benjamin attached to this remark is uncertain. The dialectical
strain in the Ursprung is, at best, that of certain schemes of argument in
Hegel - for instance, in the Hegelian discussions of the Antigone — or in
Nietzsche’s scenario of a clash and fusion between Dionysian and
Apollonian forces. Scholem’s conclusion is irrefutable: the ‘dialectical’
stylization of the Trauerspiel phenomenon in Benjamin’s representation
stems from and stavs wholly within a metaphysical framework. ‘There 1s
not the slightest evidence of Marxist categories.” The book and its
academic mishap mark the close of an essentially romantic-metaphysical
period in Benjamin’s thought. His highly ambiguous contacts with
Marxism came immediately after.

What we find in front of us, therefore, is an uncomfortable hybrid.
Benjamin laboured to reconcile the technical demands and tonal manners
of a Habilitationsschrift with those of an uncompromisingly personal, even
lyric statement. From the academic point of view, the German baroque
horror-dramas and emblem-books were the object of dispassionate in-
vestigation. From an epistemological-formal point of view, and the two
terms must be seen as interwoven, these cobuebbed texts were the occa-
ston for a chain of reflections on the nature of acsthetic objects, on the
metaphysical presumptions of allegory, on language 1n general, and on
the problem, obsessive to Benjamin, of the relations between a work of
art and the descriptive-analyvtic discourse of which it 1s the target. To
these must be added the verv nearly private status of the Erkenntnis-
kritische 1'orrede, probably written last, but almost certainly conceived
first. The product of these intentional and methodological disparities s,
undoubtedly, a major work. But itis also a work which is flawed and difh-
cult to place 1n focus.

For Benjamin, as for every German thinker after Herder, the word
Ursprung is resonant. It signifies not only ‘source’, ‘fount’, ‘origin’, but
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also that primal leap ( Sprung) into being which at once reveals and deter-
mines the unfolding structure, the central dvnamics of form in an organic
or spiritual phenomenon. Benjamin is at pains to show that the Aristote-
lian and neo-classical elements in the baroque theatre of Lutheran and
Counter-Reformation Germany are deceptive, indeed immaterial. The
true Ursprung is to be found in the intricate energies, visionary habits and
political-doctrinal emblem-code of the baroque. German literary theory
and scholarship, with its strong classicizing bias, has misread or simply
neglected this compaction. From this oversight and misinterpretation
derives the attempt to make of the baroque Trauerspiel a bastard or
ancillary version of eighteenth-century tragedy. Nothing, according to
Benjamin, could be more erroneous.

Tragiodie and Trauerspiel are radically distinct, in metaphysical founda-
tion and executive genre. Tragedy is grounded in myth. It acts out a rite
of heroic sacrifice. In its fulfilment of this sacrificial-transcendent design,
tragedy endows the hero with the realization that he is ethically in advance
of the gods, that his sufferance of good and evil, of fortune and desolation,
has projected him into a category beyond the comprehension of the
essentially ‘innocent’ though materially omnipotent deities (Artemis’
flight from the dying Hippolytus, Dionysus’ myopia exceeding the blind-
ness of Pentheus). This realization compels the tragic hero to silence, and
here Benjamin is strongly influenced by Rosenzweig’s concept of the
‘meta-ethical’ condition of tragic man.

The Trauerspiel, on the contrary, is not rooted in myth but in history.
Historicity, with every implication of political-social texture and
reference, generates both content and style. Feeling himself dragged
towards the abyss of damnation, a damnation registered in a profoundly
carnal sense, the baroque dramatist, allegorist, historiographer, and the
personages he animates, cling fervently to the world. The Trauersprel is
counter-transcendental ; it celebrates the immanence of existence even
where this existence is passed in torment. It is emphatically ‘mundane’,
earth-bound, corporeal. It is not the tragic hero who occupies the centre
of the stage, but the Janus-faced composite of tyrant and martyr, of the
Sovereign who incarnates the mystery of absolute will and of its victim (so
often himself). Royal purple and the carmine of blood mingle in the same
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emblematic persona.

Behind this fusion stands the exemplum of Christ’s kingship and
crucifixion. Baroque drama is inherently emblematic-allegoric, as Greek
tragedy never is, precisely because it postulates the dual presence, the
twofold organizing pivot of Christ’s nature — part god, part man, and
overwhelmingly of this world. If the German baroque theatre has ante-
cedents, these must be located not in the classics, but in the medieval
misreading of classical-Senecan fragments and in the obsessive ‘physi-
cality’ of the mystery cycles. It is in the Senecan obsession with loud
agony and 1n the medieval-Christological insistence on the mortification
of the flesh, especially where the flesh is merely the momentary husk of
divine or sanctified spirit, that baroque stagecraft has its roots.

Drawing on Nietzsche's critique of Socrates, Benjamin differentiates
the silences of tragedy from the torrential prolixity of the Trauerspiel. The
Socratic dialogue, with its ironies and pathos, with its agonistic play of
stroke and parry, with, above all, its declared trust in the capacity of
language to image, elucidate and preserve reality, 1s the very opposite of
tragic silence. As the end of the Symposium demonstrates, the discourse
of the Socratic dialectic operates bevond the confines of either tragedy or
comedy. It is purely dramatic. And it is from this dramatization of the
word, says Benjamin, that stems the teeming, figurative, polarized
rhetoric of the baroque playwrights.

These antinomies of transcendence and immanence of myth and
history, of heroism and tyranny or martyrdom, of silence and loquacity,
lead Benjamin to his fundamental distinction between tragedy and
Trauer. Tragic feelings, in the sense assigned to them by Aristotle’s
Poeticsand Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, are experienced by the spectator.
Theyrefine, enrichand bring into tensed equilibrium the inchoate muddle
or incipience of the spectator’s emotions. But fundamentally, tragedy
does not require an audience. Its space is inwardness and the viewer
aimed at is ‘the hidden god’. Trauer, on the other hand, signifies sorrow,
lament, the ceremonies and memorabilia of grief. Lament and ceremonial
demand audience. Literally and in spirit, the Trauerspiel is a ‘play of
sorrow’, a ‘playing at and displaying of human wretchedness’. Spre/
compounds, as it does in its English equivalent, the two meanings: game
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and stage-performance, the ludic and the mimetic-histrionic. Trageds
posits an aesthetic of reticence ; the ‘sorrow-play’ is emphatically ostenta-
tious, gestural, and hyperbolic. Itidentifies the earth with the stage in the
notion of the theatrum mundi (a conceit to which Shakespeare gives local
stress when he plays on the word *globe’). It sees in historical events, in
architecture, in the collateral edifice of the human body and of the body
politick, properties for a grievous pageant. The Dance of Death depicted
in sixteenth and seventeenth-century art and ritual, is the crowning
episode of the game or playv of lamentation. Hence the striking affinities
between the Trauerspiel of the German baroque and the puppet-theatre,
a relation which the much greater finesse and visionary elegance of
Spanish baroque drama internalizes (the puppet-play shown on the
actual stage as an ironic or pathetic simulacrum of the main plot). Prince
and puppet are impelled by the same frozen violence.

Having expounded this cardinal distinction between the tragic and the
sorrowful, Benjamin proceeds to dependent topics. But his advance is
oblique and digressive. It entails a running polemic against idealist and
academic underestimates of the baroque. It considers, in passing, the
affinities and contrasts between the Trauerspiel, various modes of authen-
tic tragedy, and such specifically German genres as the eighteenth and
nineteenth-century Schicksalsdrama or ‘melodrama of fate’. Throughout
his treatise, moreover, Benjamin wants to demonstrate the epistemologi-
cal categories and methods of analvsis which he has postulated in the
philosophic prologue. As a result, the process of argument is sometimes
clusive. But there are, at the same time, developments of great brilliance.

Relating the immanence of the baroque, its tortured worldliness, to the
microcosm of the court, Benjamin elaborates the dominant role of the
Intrigant, the courtier whose intimacy with the tvrant or roval victim
makes of him the key witness and also the weaver of murderous plots. In
baroque drama, more than in any other, ‘plot’ is both the cat’s-cradle of
incidents and the conspiracy that breeds disaster. Cain was the first
courtier, because fratricide had made him homeless. All ‘intriguers’ after
him have been the rootless creatures of their own devices. Via a series of
acute comparisons, Benjamin measures the limitations of the German
achievement: it can neither add to the Intrigant the compassionate magic
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of comedy which produces a Polonius and even, to a certain extent, an
Jago; nor can it rival the poetry, the delicacy of felt motive which
characterize the court and martyr-plays of Lope de Vega and Calderon.
The dramas of Gryphius, of Lohenstein, of Martin Opitz, remain trapped
in their special vortex of brutal sadness and allegory.

This vortex is best understood when one looks at the tropes, rhetorical
and pictorial figures, and emblem-literature of the period. Among these
‘Melencolia’ and her attributes are essential. Working outward from
Diirer’s famous engraving, Benjamin offers an inspired diagnosis of the
theory and embodiments of saturnine melancholy in the baroque world.
He points to the cultivation of private and public tr1stesse so symptomatic
of political and philosophic postures in the seventeenth-century. He
relates it to the physiology of humours. He traces the irrational but per-
fectly congruent network which knits blackness in the individual soul or
complexion to planetary maleficence, to bile and, above all, to that
proximity of literal hell which haunts baroque reflexes. Benjamin shows
how it is in its figuration of ‘world-sadness’, of acedia — that final boredom
of the spirit - that baroque thought and art achieve their truest depths.

Allegory and emblem had begun to be studied seriously before Benja-
min. Nevertheless, his contribution is at once solid and original. It draws
on, it is exactly contemporaneous with Erwin Panofsky’s and Fritz SaxI’s
monograph on Diirer’s ‘Melencolia, I’ published in 1923. Benjamin was
among the very first to recognize the seminal power of w hat was to become
the Warburg Institute approach to renaissance and baroque art and
symbolism. He sought personal contact with the Warburg group, but
Panofsky’s response to the Ursprung (did he read it ?) was dismissive. This
marks, I think, the most ominous moment in Walter Benjamin’s career.
It is the Aby Warburg group, first in Germany and later at the Warburg
Institute in London, which would have afforded Benjamin a genuine
intellectual, psychological home, not the Horkheimer-Adorno Institute
for Research in the Social Sciences with which his relations were to prove
so ambivalent and, during his hife time, sterile. Panofsky could have
rescued Benjamin from isolation; an invitation to London might have
averted his early death.

Having sketched the history of allegory and the inner conventions of
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the allegoric code (with frequent reference to his own previous disserta-
tion on romantic typologies of art), Benjamin proceeds to the emblematic
devices, savings, mottoes, seatentiae and stock metaphors in baroque
drama. These provide a natural transition to baroque language-theory.
It 1s as a philosopher of language (a Sprachphilosoph), a species entirely
different from, in fact antithetical to what Anglo-American usage identi-
fies as ‘linguistic philosophers’, as a metaphysician of metaphor and
translation as was Coleridge, that Benjamin accomplished his best work.
Already by 1924, as the essay on The Elective 4ffintties shows, Benjamin
had few rivals in degree of linguistic penetration and none who could
mediate more subtly between a text and the speculative mstruments of
interpretation. His reflexions on the differences between the baroque
concept of the written word (the ‘hieroglyph’) and the spoken are, there-
fore, profoundly instructive. Benjamin connects the strong cesura in the
seventeenth-century alexandrine with the baroque instinct towards a
segmented yet also equilibrated structure of statement. His hints towards
a linguistic analysis of baroque theatrical utterance, of the way in which
a pronouncement exercises an immediate, palpable fatality over speaker
and hearer — almost every locution being, in essence, either curse or invo-
cation - are pioneering. Here, more than anywhere else in the book,
Benjamin is master of his ground.

The Ursprung closes with an almost mystically-intense apprehension
of the ubiquity of evil in baroque sensibility. It suggests, in a vein which
is unmistakably personal, that only allegory, in that it makes substance
totally significant, totally representative of ulterior meanings and, there-
fore, ‘unreal’ in itself, can render bearable an authentic perception of the
infernal. Through allegory, the Angel, who in Paul Klee’s depiction,
Angelus Novus, plays so obsessive a part in Benjamin’s inner existence,
can look into the deeps.

There remains the gnomic foreword. It can best be conceived of as in
three movements. The first is methodological. Benjamin is working con-
sciously in the current of Schleiermacher and Dilthey, though he seeks
to add something specifically private (the ‘kabbalistic’). He is trying to
determine and to instance, at precisely the same moment, the modes of
intellection and argument proper to aesthetic-historical discourse. It is



Introduction >;

from this simultaneity that the difficulty springs: to determine by more
or less normal types of definitional and sequential usage, and to exem-
plify, to act out at the same time that which is being determined. It is not
only that Benjamin is trapped in the hermeneutic circle — the use of the
part to define the whole whose own definition governs the status of the
part — but, like Heidegger, he welcomes this circularity, perceiving in 1t
the characteristic intimacy which binds object to interpretation and
interpretation to object in the humanities. What Benjamin polemicizes
against is the unworried dissociation between scholarly-critical styles of
analysis and the privileged, irreducibly autonomous objects of such
analysis, a dissociation that is particularly damaging in respect of works
of art and letters. Categorv will locate and classify form, but form
generates category. Being itself composed of language, the poem or play
must elicit from its interpreter, who is working in and with words, a
co-active, formally and substantively cognate, indeed mirroring response.
Benjamin is striving to make clear, in what he says and in the manner of
his saying, in just what ways the critical text, the translation of the life of
the meditated object into the secondary ‘meta-life’ of the commentary,
is a profoundly responsive and therefore responsible, mimetic act. The
true critic-understander, the reader whose reading underwrites the con-
tinued life of the page before him, enacts his perceptions, creating an
elucidatory, enhancing counter-statement to the primary text (‘counter-
statement’ is Kenneth Burke’s word, and there 1s in English-language
literary theory and criticism no one closer to Benjamin’s model).

In the case of German baroque drama, with its singular fabric of
emblem and hyperbole, with its inauthentic relations to antique tragedy
and the later neo-classical ideal, such reflective re-enactment demands a
very particular, highly self-conscious idiom and argumentative proceed-
ing (cf. Coleridge on Venus and Adonis in the Biographia Literaria). It
will detour: ‘Methode ist Umweg. Darstellung als Umweg . . .". It will
examine but also embody the authority of quotation, the many ways in
which a quotation energizes or subverts the analytic context. And it is at
this point that Benjamin refers most cogently to theology, to the pluralis-
tic relations between canonic quote and commentary in the Hebraic and
Christian traditions. But Benjamin’s hermeneutic of and by citation also
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has its contemporary flavour: it is very obviously akin to the collage and
montage-aesthetic in the poetry of Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, and in the
prose of Jovce — all of whom are producing major works at exactly the
same date as Benjamin’s Ursprung.

The commentary will, moreover, have a fragmentary, possibly
aphoristic tenor. It will not flinch from a built-in incompletion and
abruptness of statement. Benjamin 1s reacting against the orotund infla-
tion and magisterial, often bullving comprehensiveness of German
academic-official rhetoric. It mayv be that he had in mind, though largely
at a hearsay level, the riddling concision, the deliberate inadequacy of
certain Talmudic exegetes. But again, the implicit notion is one that was
in vogue: following on Lichtenberg and Nietzsche, Wittgenstein too was
finding an aphoristic, ‘leaping’ stvle of philosophic discourse, whereas
Kafka, yet another precise contemporary, was composing laconic,
mysteriously unfinished parables.

Thirdly, Benjamin pleads, though in a voice muted by concurrent
hopes of academic acceptance, for the rights of the esoteric. It is not only
his material - the neglected plays and emblem-collections of the German
seventeenth century - that is esoteric; it is his critical task. How could it
be otherwise? How could the empathic decipherment of many-lavered
texts in an idiom long-forgot, pretend to perfect claritv? In this context
opaqueness and inwardness of semantic arrangement are a manifest of
honesty. No doubt, this plea reflects very strong traits in Benjamin’s
personality, traits which find expression in his love of the arcane, in his
pretense to kabbalism, in the condensations and bracketings that mark
his own prose. But once more, we are also dealing with a motif of the
moment. The esoteric 1s a decisive symptom throughout the modernist
movement, whether in Yeats’s mature poetry, in { /ysses, in the Tractatus
or in the abstract art and music of the 1920s. Benjamin’s hermeticism
represents a bias in himself and in the atmosphere of the day

The second movement of the foreword is epistemological, and loses
most readers. Benjamin was not, in any technical sense, a philosopher.
Like other Ivric thinkers, he chose from philosophy those metaphors,
dramas of argument and intimations of systematic totality - whether Pla-
tonic, Leibnizian or Crocean — which best served, or rather which most
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suggestively dignified and complicated his own purposc. (Later on, in the
‘Historical-Philosophical Theses’, he was to use Marx in just this
innocently-exploitative way.)

In the proem to the Ursprung, this source for a source, it is Plato,
Leibniz and Croce who are enlisted. The questions posed by Benjamin
are more or less traditional and lucid. How can there be a general and
generalizing treatment of artistic-literary objects which are, by definition,
unique’ Is it possible to escape historical relativism or the vacant dog-
matics of historicism while, at the same time, being faithful to the tem-
poral specificity, even unrecapturability of one’s documents? Can the
interpreter interpret ‘outside’ his own self and moment? Affirmative
answers depend on ‘the rescue of phenomena’ (the Kantian echo is
explicit) and on ‘the representation of Ideas’ — in which term the capital
letter is standard German usage but also figurative of Benjamin’s purpose.

Combining a Platonic metaphor or mythography of ‘Ideas’ with a
language-realism which does, for once, carry genuine kabbalistic over-
tones, Benjamin affirms that ‘an Idea’ is that moment in the substance
and being of a word (im Hesen des Wortes, a phrase which is uncannily
Heideggerian), in which this word has become, and performs as, a
symbol. It is this capacity, this existentially potentialized capacity of
language to symbolize as well as to become itself symbolic, which enables
a critical-philosophic discourse to uncover ‘Ideas’. Why ‘Ideas’? Because
it is ‘ideally-ideationally’ that discrete, fully autonomous objects — like
baroque plays or renaissance paintings — enter into mutual compaction,
into significant fusion without thereby losing their identity. The relevant
paradigm is that of Leibniz's monads — independent, perfectly separate
units which nevertheless and, indeed, necessarily enter into combina-
torial, harmonic groupings and interactions. Thus the singular ‘finds
salvation’, i.e. realizes its potential of full meaning, in the monadic
plurality or, more precisely, 1n the representative manifold — the symbol,
the icon, the declarative emblem — of ‘Ideas’.

Such rescue and salvation, savs Benjamin, 1s Platonic. The ‘ldea’
‘contains a picture of the world’ specific to yet wholly transcending the
particulars that have found lodging in it. It is in Croce’s theory of the
‘universal singularity’ of linked cultural phenomena, of historical
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crystallizations such as the baroque, that Benjamin finds an application
of his Platonic-Leibnizian scheme to actual cultural-textual material. But
the allusions to Croce are only fleeting, and do little to clarify what is, so
evidently, an acutelv suggestive (consider the aphorism: ‘Truth is the
death of purpose’), but also incomplete and esoteric blueprint. The irate
bafflement of the first academic readers is not surprising, and could not
really have surprised Benjamin whose pride in difficulty was poignant.

Part three of the introduction is straightforward. Benjamin makes
ritual, though perfectly valid, gestures towards the intrinsic interest of
his chosen topic, and towards the neglect and misconceptions it has long
endured. The time is ripe for revaluation: Franz Werfel’s version of the
Trojan Women (1915) and the Expressionist movement throughout the
arts, give to the baroque theatre a fresh immediacy. As during the crises
of the Thirty Years’ War and its aftermath, so in Weimar Germany the
extremities of political tension and economic misere are reflected in art
and critical discussion. Having drawn the analogy, Benjamin closes with
hints towards a recursive theory of culture: eras of decline resemble each
other not only in their vices but also in their strange climate of rhetorical
and aesthetic vehemence (the ambience of the Ursprung is sometimes that
of Spengler). Thus a study of the baroque is no mere antiquarian,
archival hobby : it mirrors, it anticipates and helps grasp the dark present.

The publication of this monograph in English, in 1977, under this
imprint, 1s pregnant with ironies. What English-speaking reader has ever
glanced at the plays and allegories which Benjamin would, though in-
directly, resuscitate? Where could he find them? The mandarins and
aestheticians with whom Benjamin seeks his quarrels are long forgotten.
The German-Jewish community of which he was a late ornament lies in
cinders. Benjamin himself died a hunted fugitive. Had he lived, Walter
Benjamin would doubtless have been sceptical of any ‘New Left’. Like
every man committed to abstruse thought and scholarship, he knew that
not only the humanities, but humane and critical intelligence itself,
resides in the always-threatened keeping of the very few. Trauerspiel is
beautifully apt: a presentment of man's suffering and cruelty, made
bearable through stately, even absurd form. A play of sorrow.
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Epistemo-Critical Prologue

Neither in knowledge nor in reflection can anvthing
whole be put together, since in the former the internal
is missing and in the latter the external ; and so we must
necessarily think of science as art if we expect to derive
any kind of wholeness from it. Nor should we look for
this in the general, the excessive, but, since art is
always wholly represented in every individual work of
art, so science ought to reveal itself completely in every
individual object treated.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: Vaterialien zur Ges-
chichte der Farbenlehre

It is ¢haracteristic of philosophical writing that it must continually con-
front the question of representation. In its finished form philosophy will,
1t is true, assume the quality of doctrine, but it does not lie within the
power of mere thought to confer such a form. Philosophical doctrine 15
based on historical codification. It cannot therefore be evoked more
geometrico. 'The more clearly mathematics demonstrate that the total
elimination of the problem of representation — which is boasted by every
proper didactic system - is the sign of genuine knowledge, the more con-
clusively does it reveal its renunciation of that area of truth towards which
language 15 directed. The methodological element in philosophical pro-
jects is not simply part of their didactic mechanism. This means quite
simply that they possess a certain esoteric quality which they are unable
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to discard, forbidden to deny, and which they vaunt at their own peril.
The alternative philosophical forms represented by the concepts of the
doctrine and the esoteric essay are precisely those things which were
ignored by the nineteenth century, with 1ts concept of system. Inasmuch
as 1t is determined by this concept of system, philosophy 1s in danger of
accommodating 1tself to a syvncretism which weaves a spider’s web
between separate kinds of knowledge in an attempt to ensnare the truth
as if 1t were something which came flying in from outside. But the
universalism acquired by such philosophy falls far short of the didacuc
authority of doctrine. If philosophy 1s to remain true to the law of 1ts own
form, as the representation of truth and not as a guide to the acquisition
of knowledge, then the exercise of this form - rather than 1ts anticipation
in the system - must be accorded due importance. This exercise has im-
posed 1tselt upon all those epochs which have recognized the uncircum-
scribable essentiality of truth in the form ot a propaedeutic, which can be
designated by the scholastic term treatise because this term refers, albert
implicitly, to those objects of theology without which truth is incon-
ceivable. Treatises may be didactic in tone, but essentially they lack the
conclustveness of an instruction which could be asserted, like doctrine,
by virtue of its own authority The treatse dispenses also with the
coercive proof of mathematics. In the canonic form of the treatise the only
element of an intention - and 1t 1s an educative rather than a didacuc
intention - 1s the authoritative quotation. Its method is essentially repre-
sentation. Method 1s a digression. Representation as digression - such is
the methodological nature of the treatise. The absence of an uninterrupt-
ed purposeful structure is its primary characteristic. Tirelessly the process
of thinking makes new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to 1ts
original object. This continual pausing for breath is the mode most proper
to the process of contemplation. For by pursuing different levels of
meaning in its examination of one single object it receives both the incen-
tive to begin again and the justification for its irregular rhythm. Just as
mosaics preserve their majesty despite their fragmentation into capricious
particles, so philosophical contemplation is not lacking in momentum.
Both are made up of the distinct and the disparate; and nothing could
bear more powerful testimony to the transcendent force of the sacred
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image and the truth itself. The value of fragments of thought is all the
greater the less direct their relationship to the underlying idea, and the
brilliance of the representation depends as much on this value as the
brilliance of the mosaic does on the quality of the glass paste. The
relationship between the minute precision of the work and the propor-
tions of the sculptural or intellectual whole demonstrates that truth-
content is only to be grasped through immersion in the most minute
details of subject-matter. In their supreme, western, form the mosaic and
the treatise are products of the Middle Ages; it is their very real affinity
w hich makes comparison possible.

The difficulty inherent in this kind of representation proves only its
peculiar quality as a prose form. Whereas the speaker uses voice and
gesture to support individual sentences, even where they cannot really
stand up on their own, constructing out of them - often vaguely and pre-
cariously — a sequence of ideas, as if producing a bold sketch 1n a single
attempt, the writer must stop and restart with every new sentence. And
this applies to the contemplative mode of representation more than any
other, for its aim is not to carry the reader anay and inspire him with
enthusiasm. This form can be counted successful onlv when it forces the
reader to pause and reflect. The more significant 1ts object, the more
detached the reflexion must be. Short of the didactic precept, such sober
prose is the only style suited to philosophical investigation. Ideas are the
object of this investigation. If representation is to stake its claim as the
real methodology of the philosophical treatise, then it must be the
representation of ideas. Truth, bodied forth in the dance of represented
ideas, resists being projected, by whatever means, into the realm of
knowledge. Knowledge is possession. Its very object is determined by the
fact that it must be taken possession of — even if in a transcendental sense
in the consciousness. The quality of possession remains. For the thing
Possessed, representation is secondary ; it does not have prior existence as
something representing itself. But the opposite holds good of truth. For
knowledge, method is a way of acquiring its object — even by creating it

————
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in the consciousness; for truth it is self-representation, and is therefore
immanent in it as form. Unlike the methodology of knowledge, this form
does not derive from a coherence established in the consciousness, but
from an essence. Again and again the statement that the object of
knowledge is not identical with the truth will prove itself to be one of the
profoundest intentions of philosophy in its original form, the Platonic
theory of ideas. Knowledge is open to question, but truth is not. Know-
ledge is concerned with individual phenomena, but not directly with their
unity. The unity of knowledge - if indeed it exists — would consist rather
in a coherence which can be established only on the basis of individual
insights and, to a certain extent, their modification of each other ; whereas
unity is present in truth as a direct and essential attribute, and as such it is
not open to question. For if the integral unity in the essence of truth were
open to question, then the question would have to be: how far is the
answer to the question already given in any conceivable reply which truth
might give to questions? And the answer to this question would neces-
sarily provoke the same question again, so that the unity of truth would
defy all questioning. As a unity of essence rather than a conceptual unity,
truth is bevond all question. Whereas the concept is a spontaneous pro-
duct of the intellect, ideas are simply given to be reflected upon. Ideas are
pre-existent. The distinction between truth and the coherence provided
by knowledge thus defines the idea as essence. Such is the implication of
the theory of ideas for the concept of truth. As essences, truth and idea
acquire that supreme metaphysical significance expressly attributed to
them in the Platonic system.

This 1s evident above all in the Symposium, which contains two pro-
nouncements of decisive importance in the present context It presents
truth — the realm of i1deas — as the essential content of beauty. It declares
truth to be beautiful. An understanding of the Platonic view of the
relationship of truth and beauty is not just a primary aim in every in-
vestigation into the philosophy of art, but it is indispensable to the
definition of truth itself. To interpret these sentences in terms of the logic
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of their system, as no more than part of a time-honoured panegyric to
philosophy, would inevitably mean leaving the sphere of the theory of
ideas; which is where — and perhaps nowhere more clearly than in the
statements to which we have referred — the mode of existence of ideas is
illuminated. The second of these pronouncements needs some amplifica-
don. If truth is described as beautiful, this must be understood in the
context of the Symposium with its description of the stages of erotic
desires. Eros — it should be understood — does not betray his basic impulse
by directing his longings towards the truth; for truth is beautiful: not so
much in itself, as for Eros. And so it is with human love; a person is
beautiful in the eyes of his lover, but not in himself, because his body
belongs in a higher order of things than that of the beautiful. Likewise
truth; it is not so much beautiful in itself, as for whomsoever seeks it. If
there is a hint of relativism here, the beauty which is said to be a charac-
teristic of truth is nevertheless far from becoming simply a metaphor. The
essence of truth as the self-respecting realm of idcas guarantees rather
that the assertion of the beauty of truth can never be devalued. This
representational impulse in truth is the 