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Abstract: In the present context of the triumph of capitalism over real socialism, this
article points out that, despite their ideological differences, both systems are bound to
the same conception of history-as-progress. In contrast, it recalls Walter Benjarmin's
philosophy of history, marked by the critique of progress in the name of a revolutionary
time, which interrupts history’s chronological continunm. Benjamin’s perspective is
used to study the conflict of temporalities among the Soviet artists in the two decades
after the Qctober Revolution: on the one hand, the anarchic, autonomous and critical
time of interruption — which is the time of avant-garde —, on the other hand, the
synchronization with the ideas of a progressive time as ordered by the Communist
Party; this is the time of vangnard, whose capitalist counterpart is fashion.
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Resumos Nestes tempos de triunfo do capitalismo sobre o socialismo real, o presente
artigo mostra que, apesar de suas diferences ideoldgicas, ambos os sistemas baseiam-
s¢ numa concepgio da histéria como progresso. Contrastivamente, é lembrada a
filosofia da histéria de Walter Benjamin, marcada pela critica do progresso ¢ a
concepgio de um tempo revolucionério, que interrompe o continuum histérico. A
luz da teoria benjaminiana & estudado o conflito de concepgdes de tempo entre os
artistas soviéticos das duas décadas posteriores 4 Revolugdo de Qutubro de 1917: de
um lado, o tempo da interrupgao, andrquico, autbnomo e critico — que é o tempo da
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avant-garde —, do outro lado, 4 sincronizagio com a idéia de um tempo progressivo

tal como foi decretado pelo Partido Comunista; este € o tempo das vanguardas, cuja

contrapartida capitalista é 2 moda.

Palavras-chaves Filosofia da histéria; Walter Benjamin; Vanguarda sovidtica.

Stichwirter: Geschichtsphilosophie; Walter Benjamin; Sowjetische Avantgarde.

Iam not the first speaker to note the irony of our being assembled as academics
to discuss Walter Benjamin. But one has to wonder. Is not a discussion of Walter
Benjamin by and for the academy that rejected him a strange way to do tribute to his
work? Should we be celebrating him as a Great Thinker, when he himself relentlessly
disparaged the whole idea of the cult of genius? Is not this event, and hundreds like it
in academic settings, funded or at least facilitated by the global forces of not so much
late as perpetually lingering capitalism — forces that he held responsible for holding
back the human potential of technology — is not this an exceedingly contradictory
phenomenon? Given that Walter Benjamin is for us an academic fashion, are we not
atleast obliged to tease out of that fact a dialectical understanding of what it is, indeed,
that we are doing here? — assuming we know what 'dialectical’ means, that is, and

after writing two books with the word “dialectics” in the title,  am not at all sure that
Ido.

One aspect — let us call it dialectical — in the theory of Frankfurt School in
general and of Walter Benjamin in particular that marks this century and continues
to fascinate, now perhaps moreso than ever, is their combining of radical, social
revolutionary politics with an absolute distrust in ‘history’ as progress — combining,
that is, two positions previously thought of in opposition: traditionally, it was the
socialist left that believed in historical progress, while the right, the social conservatives,
were the nostalgic critics of history’s discourse. But in this century, which is bumping
and grinding to a close as we speak, and still maintain an unshaken belicf, either in
capitalism as the answer to the prayers of the poor or in history as the realization of
reason. The counter-examples are too numerous on every continent of the globe.
Among every ethnic group and within every world civilization, the human atrocities
committed have been, and continue to be barbaric, whether they are carried out by
axe and machete or by ever-increasing technological sophistication, Meanwhile, as
the grey background of these political events, the economic gap between rich and
poor not only persists; it has become an abyss, a situation for which the new global
organization of capitalism — unchallenged as the winner in history — no longer even

tries to apologize. So if historical ‘progress’ delivers capitalism, and capitalism cannot
deliver a reasonable organization of society, then one is led inexorably to the
Benjaminian, or Frankfurt School pesition.

Inexorably. I am purposely rejecting political pluralism here. (Asa college Pro-
fessor of mine once said — she was, not incidentally, a German Socialist emigrée,
“Liberals are so open minded their brains fall out.™) So, let me repeat: Intellectual
integrity demands our political engagement in both a radical criticism of capitalism_
and a radical criticism of historical progress. This can be done from a plurality of
social positions — constructions of race, sexuality, ethnicity, postcoloniality and the
like — but it cannot be done comfortably. If we are too comfortable, either as established
Benjaminian academics, globe-trotting gadflies, or as would-be Benjaminian
academics, globe-trotting groupies, we are part of the problem. I am referring to
intellectual discomfort more than financial discomfort, although the two appear
together often enough. 1 am also speaking particularly to the younger Benjamins in
the audience who find themselves in continuous discomfort, attracted (let us hope) to
Walter Benjamin's writings because of their radicality and political-existential integrity,
and yet scrambling frantically for those few jobs in academia which seem to be saved
for the most intellectually opportunistic and cautious of applicants. This is true,
particularly, in the United States, where the university system, which takes its lead
from the privately funded institutions, is adopting every ‘good’ business practice of
today's corporate world: down-sizing the teaching staff and increasing their load closing
profit-draining ‘inefficient departments replacing staff workers by electronic machines,
raising the price to students-as-consumers, and, the most radical change, threatening
to eliminate tenure so that today’s autonomous Professors can be replaced with young,
existentially vulnerable Ph.D.s at far lower costs. If this corporate logic continues
unchallenged, the situation will become intolerable. The compromises of free-thinking
intellectual life within the shrinking academy will become too great. Something will
snap. Who will benefit from that situation is not guaranteed. It depends on what we
inteflectuals do collectively, as a class. The name for such collective class action used
to be socialist. The word is due for rehabilitation. Against those who dismiss socialism
asa relic of the recent past, let me make a dialectical, indeed Hegelian epistemological
point: Socialism will continue to be reinvented because the logic of capitalism demands
it. The distorted social logic of capitalism makes the positing of a socialist alternative
inevitable, because human reason cannot be satisfied without it.

The challenge for those of us safely inside the academy is the self-imposed,
dialectical demand that we pass on to the next generation a radical tradition of thought.
The demand is dialectical because of the apparent contradiction: how can the passing
on of tradition be a radical act? The answer to that question necessitates nothing less
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than a philosophy of history. And all of us in the academy who read texts of the past,
no matter what our formal disciplines of study, are historians, angels of history in at
least the positional sense: facirfy backward we move to the future.

What makes Benjamin’s philosophy of history so helpful for this task is that it
refuses the binaries of historicism and universalism. Meaning in history is neither
von Ranke’s “wie es eigentlich gewesen” (how it actually was), nor is it a changeless,
transcendental truth accessible to all times." Historical meaning s transient, depending
not so much on the past as on the present, on the real state of affairs. Hence, history
cannot be approached as an academic exercise, as if it concerned a race of humanoids
existing once-upon-a-time on Mars. We are in history, and its time is not over. We
make history in both temporal directions, past and present. What we do, or not do,
creates the present; what we know or do not know, constructs the past. These two
tasks are inextricably connected in that how we construct the past determines how we
understand the present course. To use Benjamin's metaphor, the wind of world history
blows from the past; our words are sails; the way they are set determines them as
concepts.? History’s causality is nachtrighich, deferred action, rather than sequential
steps on a temporal continuum. We produce that causality in the present by the way
we give meaning to the past events, a situation that entails enormous responsibility. It
matters deeply what we see in the pastand how we describe it. At the same time, since
the potential constructions of history are infinite — and since the sea of the present is
unbounded - it is impossible for us to know in advance the right way to go about it.
Indeed, perhaps our responsibility is always to be looking for an other way, constantly
undermining — not the facts of history, but the way these facts are connected, constantly
altering the constellations in which they are able to appear.

Constellations. This word is another of Benjamin’s metaphors, connecting his
early, metaphysical writings to his late, materialist texts. It figures centrally in his
theory of truth, and for me it has been a very productive idea. If we understand the
stars as empirical data — facts and fragments of the past — virtually limitless in number,
virtually imeless in their being, then our scientific task as academics is to discover
them (— Fam still a believer in archival work -), while our philosophical, hence politicai
task (like Benjamin, I equate these terms) is to connect these fragments and facts in
figures that are legible in the present, producing “constellations” that are variants of

Cf. BENJAMIN [Passagen-Werk], in: HAFREY / SIEBURTH 1983/84: “The history which
showed things ‘as they really were’ was the strongest narcotic of the [19*] century” (N3,
4); “The truth won't run off and leave us [...] that expresses the concept of truth with
which these presentations break” (N3a, 1).

*  BenjaMIN 1972 f: V1, 591-92 (N9, 6; N9, 8).

Truth (- itis the archival work that allows us still to use this word). In an ideal society,
Benjamin tells us, all the stars would be included, and every constellation legible. But
in our own, this is not the case. Power distorts the vision of the heavens, imposing its
heavy telescopes on certain areas so that their importance is magnified, obstructing
others so overbearingly that they are not visible at all. Such power is not only imposed
by the state. It is lodged in the very structure of our disciplines — which are themselves
magnifying apparatuses, encouraging the insertion of new discoveries into their already
charted constellations of discourse, shifting their focus only slowly to adapt to the
tides of the time. We as intellectuals practice critical agency when we refuse to be
bound by their ruling astrological signs. But we ignore the facts (the stars) and we
ignore the trends of our own times at our peril — all the moreso if we want to set our
sails against the current. Again in terms of Benjamin's approach, it is not enough to
produce other constellations, of women's history, black history or the like. The facts
these studies unearth are meant to explode the cultural continuum” not to replace it
with a new one.” They are-not an end in themselves but, rather, stars to steer by in our
time, leaving the set of the sails and even the direction of the voyage still undisclosed.

In the spirit of this idea that fragments unearthed from the past enter into new
constellations with the present, I want to suggest today how the changed view of the
heaven of history that has opened up with the end of the Cold War might allow us to
draw different lines of connection, relevant both to Walter Benjamin’s own intellectual
biography, and to the biography, if we may call it that, of the left-revolutionary
movement itself.

Traditionally in the established disciplines, we have been taught to understand
Walter Benjamin in the context of historical developments in Western Europe: within
European Marxism, French Surrealism, Weimar culture, or German-Jewish
intellectual thought. My own work has been part of that tradition. But Benjamin
himself did not experience his historical context in this limited, Cold-War way. ¥or
him, at least after he came to know Asja Lacis in 1924, the burning intellectual issues
were forged by Left-wing political practice regardless of ethnic or geographic location.*

3 This point was made forcefully by Irving WOHLFARTH in: “Smashing the Kaleidoscope”.
In: STEINBERG (ed.) 1996: 204-5.

*  Benjamin’s intimate knowledge of intellectual debates in the Soviet Union began with
his relationship to Asja Lacis in 1924, a woman whose intellectual and political passion
had, by all accounts, a deep influence upon him. Their political discussions were endless.
Her own practice as a theater director was his example of a Communist alternative to the
bourgeois theater. After tatk with Lacis ended, Benjamin continued to discuss these
issues with Bertolt Brecht (whom he met in 1929 through Lacis). Just as significant

-~
-~

88-EL ¢ LOOG/S i.llI"D!LIEU.IJZE l.l.ln!UOLIIZEPUQd



=t
w

unuefuag J21jep — G ‘sSION-¥INg

And that practice was taking place most intensely, if problematically, in the Soviet
Union. I cannot accept Gershom Scholem’s insistence that Benjamin “lost all his
illusions™ about Soviet socialism in the course of his trip to Moscow in the winter
of 1926-27 (And let us remember that he did make that trip, whereas despite
repeated promises to Scholem, he never went to Jerusalem, and despite the wistful
title of a late work, “Central Park,” he never followed the Frankfurt School to New
York City). Benjamin’s writings, contra Scholem, give evidence of the continued
significance of Soviet socialism for his thought. In the mid~1930s, that is a decade
after his Moscow sojourn, Benjamin’s work shows a awareness of the critical
discussions that had been taking place among Soviet artists for more than a decade.
This is not only true of the short speech, “The Author as Producer”, delivered in
1934 to the fnstitute for Research on Fascism in Paris, which was a Communist
organization.® It is equally the case with that much-cited, much-abused document,
written in 1935 and first published in 1936, which he himself proudly proclaimed
as the “materialist theory of art," but which is still read, in the United States at
least, as a thoroughly depoliticized defense of the culture industry. I am speaking,
of course, of the essay “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reprodu-
zierbarkeit”. In this essay, and again even more explicitly in the 1935 exposé to the
FPassagen-Werk, Benjamin describes the way technology has enabled the
emancipation from art of “creative forms™ * a description that resonates unmistakably
with the Bolshevik avant-garde’s affirmation of the technologically produced “trend
toward the liquidation of art as a separate discipline”.’ Benjamin's privileging of
the cognitive potential of cinema as a mode of epistemological inquiry finds its

was the fact that Benjamin's brother Georg, with whom he was and remained close, entered
the German Communist Fartyin the 1920s. He was arrested in 1933 but released, and in
the mid-1930s wrote for the underground press, translating English, French and Russian
articles on Germany, on the Popular Front, and on the 7* World Congress of the Communist
International in July 1935. Georg was arrested again, sentenced to jail, and was later moved
to Mauthausen concentration camp, where he died in 1942. Georg has been described as
Walter Benjamin's “political alter-ego” (sec BRODERSON 1996: 208-209).

5 ScHOLEM [Preface], in: BENJAMIN 1986: 6.

Benjamin's editor, Rolf Tiedemann, notes that he could find no evidence of Benjamin's
having in fact delivered this speech at the Jnstitut pour Pérude du fascisme in Paris,

although Benjamin's letters claim that he wrote it for this purpose (see BENjAMIN 1972
ff: 11, 3, 1460-1462).

! BeENjAMIN 1972 {T: VI, 814,
¥ See Buck-MoRss: 1989: 124-125.
?  Ivan Puni (1919), cited in: LoDDER 1983: 48.

exemplification in Dziga VERTOV's experimental cinema, Man with 2 Movie Camera
(1929). Benjamin’s essay on the Work of Art takes a positive position in regard to
what in the mid-1920s the Russian avant-garde called “production art,” that is, art
entering, via industrial production, into everyday life — whereas his essay on “The
Author as Producer” borrows the idea of the “artist-engineer,” a term coined by
Russian Constructivists, in order to describe his own call for a “refunctioning” of
the technical apparatuses of cultural production.'® When in these essays Benjamin
rejects the cult of individual genius and heralds the decline of the division of labour
between cultural producers and the audience of consumers, he echoes the position
of Proletkult, the proletarian cultural organizations of the 1920s that, in advocating
‘creative amateurism,’ sided against the cultural elitism of the Party.

Benjamin shared many interests with the Soviet avant-garde, from his
appreciation of Charles FOURIER, who was read widely in Russia after the Revoluti-
on," to his theories of mimesss and innervation, which resonate intriguingly with
discussions of biorhythmics and biomechanics ameng Soviet theater and film directors
like MEYERHOLD and ErsgnsTem. 2 Even an idea so seemingly excentric as Benjamin's
anthropomorphic theory of objects, which so horrified Bertolt BRECHT, that things
look at you and you return their gaze, is strikingly similar to the avant-garde’s utopian
speculations on the “socialist object,” which was to replace capitalist commodities.”
RoDCHENKO wrote home to Moscow in the summer of 1925 from Paris (where he
was attending /Exposition internationale des arts décorativs'*) of a kind of socialist

" BENJAMIN 1966: 102. The image of the writer as engineer intraduces Benjamin's 1926
text, “One Way Street”: “Opinions are to the vast apparatus of social existence what oil is
to machines: one does not go up to a turbine and pour machine oil over it; one applies a
little to hidden spindles and joints that one has to know” ( Reflections, 61).

" The hundred-year anniversary of FOURIER’s “Phalansteries” was celebrated in Paris in 1932,
For the importance of FOURIER in post-revolutionary Russia, see STARR 1978: 50-51,

For Benjamir’s reaction to MEYERHOLD's controversial production of Gagor's The
Inspector General, which he saw performed and debated during his visit to Moscow, see
BeNjaMIN [986: 32-24. For his review of EisensTEIN's Potemkin, see BENJamMmn 1972
ff: 11, 2, 751-755.

“To perceive the aura of an object we lock at means to invest it with the ability to look at
us in return” (BENjasn 1969: 188). For BRECHT on Benjamin, see Buck-Morss 1989,
246; for the theory of the socialist object, see the groundbreaking work of Christina
Kargr, cited below. ’

RopcHeNko's Worker’s Reading Room was on display in the Exposition, along with a
moquette of TATLIN’S Monument to the Third International, in the Soviet Pavillon,
designed by the architect MELNIKOV,
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aura whereby “ft]hings become comprehending, become friends and comrades of
the person, and the person learns how to laugh and be happy and converse with
thi.ngs.””

Of course, none of Benjamin's texts, not the Artwork essay and not even “The
Author as Producer,” acquiesces to Socialist Realism as it was being spelled out in the
Soviet Union and disseminated internationally via the Comintern. As was true already
in 1926 when he visited Moscow, Benjamin never equated socialist artistic practice
with the official line of the Communist Patty. But neither did Soviet artists in 1926.
Nor did they in 1936, for that matter, although the punishment for not doing so was
becaming, in certain cases, frightenly severe. The extraordinary contribution of recent
archival work by Western and Soviet histortans alike has been to correct the Western's
simplistic Cold-War understanding of Communist art as dictated dogmatically from
the political leadership at the top. Indeed, as scholars like Franco Bors! have recently
argued, those elements formerly identified as hallmarks of ‘totalitarian art’ —
monumentalism, neoclassicism, and the like —can be found generally in the works of
the 1930s, in democracies as well as dictatorships. Whereas the complex interrelations

"in the Soviet Union between culture and politics that new research has revealed (the

excellent two-volume account of Brandon TavLOR, ' for example, or the magnificently
varied exhibition, including the written contributions to the catalogue, The Great
Utopia, which opened at the Guggenheim in New York in 1992'), changes the view
of the past for us indisputably. Whether we have been admirers of the Bolshevik
avant-garde or not, we are forced to abandon any onesided view of culture and politics
within really existing socialism. This may make possible the redemption of at least
some of the suffering of the past, in the sense that endeavors made by the revolutionary
generation of cultural producers in the Soviet Union can be rescued as meaningful
for our own time. The multiplicity of debates and practises — not only during the first
Heroic Years (1917-1922), but throughout the twenties and even inte the thirties —
provide numerous productive possibilities for constructing new legacies for present
practices, indicating that Benjamin's call for the “politicization of art,” far from being
bankrupt, has an “afterhistory” the potential riches of which artists today have not yet
even begun to explore. This exploration is to be encouraged, because much of so
called ‘political’ art today is pitifutly uninspired in comparison with the earlier work
of the Soviet avant-garde.

% Cited in Christina Kaigr, “Rodchenko in Paris”. In: October?5 (Winter 1996), 30.

' TayLOR 1992.

V7 The Great Utopia: The Russian and Soviet Avant-Garde, 1915-1932. New York,
Guggenheim Museum 1992.

In this context, let me say one critical word about the influential work of
Boris Grovs, a Russian emigré now Professor in West Germany at the Universitit
Miinster. His 1998 book Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin produced, it must be granted, a
totally new ‘constellation’ out of the facts of the past by arguing that, ironically and
despite Stalin’s persecution of individual avant-garde artists, it was Stalin himself
who implemented their utopian social project of creating a totally transformed,

_socialist society and a new man to inhabit it, thereby completing the task that the

avant-garde artists had enthusiastically (and proto-totalitarianistically) begun." The
problem with Grovs’ constellation is that it is itself an example of the totalitarian
logic it deplores. By arguing that all cows are grey — that all social-utopian cultural
projects are inherently totalitarian — it dismisses the entire tradition of politicized
art, closing down debate. The exciting panoply of new material that empirical
research is discovering is allowed no space in his account. The facts — the stars
themselves — cannot challenge the postmodern cynicism that fuels his incendiary
critique. He explodes old myths, but in the process, the illuminating potential of
new facts is lost in the glare.

On the other hand, recent research makes it clear that the intellectuals with
whom Benjamin was in closest contact during his visit to Moscow were of a very
particular stripe; they were hardly the cultural-political ‘good guys’ that some scholarly
accounts of Benjamin imply. Contrary to earlier perceptions in the West, the hard-
line position taken in the late 1920s in the Soviet Union against depoliticizing, non-
class-based tendencies in culture did not come from the top; it was not dictated by
Stalin. Rather, the mood of cultural intolerance was fanned by the artists themselves
in organizations like VAP, of which Benjamin's closest contact, Bernhard Reich,
was 2 member, and the club of which Benjamin visited almost daily during his visit.
VAPP ( Vserossiiskaya Assotsiatsiya Proletarskilch Hisateler, or All-Russian Association
of Proletarian Writers'), founded in 1920, became more and more extremist in the
atmosphere of 1926-27, fighting in the name of the proletarian class for a monopoly
of the cultural voice and silencing the opposition. VAPP was “the main protagonist
of the hard line in literature,” according ta the revisionist historian Sheila FirzpaTrick,
who describes it as “young, brash, aggressive, self-consciously Communist, and
‘proletarian’ in the sense that it was hostile to the old literary intelligentsia”."” (Benja-
min was himself only in his mid-thirties at the time.) Theirs was a purist position on
revolutionary culture that Stalin did not share, although, as FrrzpaTrICK has shown,
he made opportunistic use of its energy.

1 Grovs 1988,

¥ FITZPATRICK 1992: 104.
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What I am saying is that the Communists with whom Benjamin was most
closely associated were radicals, not liberals; they believed that only certain tendencies
in the arts were progressive, and they did not argue for freedom of speech. And in
this context, Walter Benjamin's philosophy of history becomes all the more meaningful
from 2 political point of view. Because the fact is that most of the avant-garde artists
had submitted to the vanguard notion of historical time in the course of the 1920s
(MALEVICH may have been an interesting exception™), that is, they had accepted a
conflation of avant-garde and vanguard temporalities — a conflation that was not
justified, since the temporality of the avant-garde is fundamentally anarchist, a position,
with which Lenin only briefly (until April 1918) allowed the Party to be aligned.
Benjamin, on the other hand, never accepted the vanguard Party’s conception of
time. As a result, intolerance of cultural pluralism could not fall back on facile rhetoric
of ‘advanced’ or ‘backward’ as judgmental condemnations. These had to be argued
out of phenomenological experience of the material itself, given the actual state of
affairs — which, by the last decade of Benjamin’s life, was the ‘state of emergency’ of
fascism.

This point about different temporalities is important, and [ want to return to
it. But first, let me give one further philological example to justify considering the
debates in the Soviet Union of long-term significance for Benjamin’s works.?' It
has to do with Benjamin's 1936 essay, “The Storyteller.” As is so often the case with
academic readings of Benjamin, very few people think to inquire about the particular
story-teller whom Benjamin discusses in this essay, which develops his theory of
the end of the era of story-telling. It was Nikolai LESkov, a 19%-century Russian
writer and a contemporary of Dostoyevsky, whose stories were about traditional
Russiz from the perspective of someone who had left that provincial background
behind.” And even if commentators on Benjamin decide to read LEskov’s work,
they will still not understand why Benjamin deals with this story-teller, of all possible
ones, as the our-example of a form of cultural production that he considered no
longer possible historically. But LEskov was, as the Germans say, aktuel/ in con-

MaLEvicH purposely confused the chronology of his paintings beginning in the late
1920s, suggesting a “development” in virtual time only. Even with this alteration of the
facts, his style took on a cyclical temporality: late paintings returned in style and content
to the pre-war peasant topos; his final works, including a self-portrait, were of realistic
figures in Renaissance dress.

This example is indepted to Jennifer Tiffany, Department of Regional Planning, Cornell
University.

2 See McLEaN 1977.

temporary debates.?* And although Benjamin confessed to having “gar keine Lust™®

(no desire at all) to work on the piece because he was preoccupied with the Passagen-
Projekt, he accepted a commission to write “The Storyteller” for the journal Orzent
und Ofkzident (East and West) in March 1936 ~ precisely when LESkov’s name had
become involved in a conflict between hardline Communist artists and the Soviet
leadership, as a consequence of the fact that the Soviet composer, Dimitri
SHOsTAKOVITCH, who identified with the militant revolutionary avant-garde, had put
one of LESKOV's stories to music.

The story (and title of SHOSTAKOVITCH'S opera), Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk
District, is itself a fascinating one. The protagonist, Katerina Izmailova, is a typical
19*-century heroine in one regard. She falls passionately in love, and her life is
consumed by it. But she is totally un-typical in that, rather than simply dying, as was
de rigueur in 19%-century fiction (one could mention Madame Bovary, Anna Karerina,
plus practically every Italian operatic hercine), this woman like her Renaissance
namesake kills for love. She kills her father-in-law when he discovers she has a lover
(her husband’s servant). She bashes her husband to death with a candlestick and
smothers her nephew-in-law (with her lover’s help). She kills her lover’s new girlfriend
(without it). And only then, wrestling her fourth victim into the icy Volga, does she
fall herself in a watery grave. But it was not the sensational theme of LESKoV's story
that caused the greatest controversy in the 1930s. Rather, it was SHOSTAKOVITCH'S
modernist, post-narrative rendition of it.

When the opera first opened in Leningrad in 1934, it was widely acclaimed,
heralded by the official press for its musical and theatrical innovations. Sergei E1SEN-
STEIN used the piece in the classroom as exemplary of how to build an entire
production’s mise en scéne But in January 1936 Stalin and Molotov attended a
performance in Moscow by the Bolshoi Theater’s Second Company. Two days later
the opera was vehemently denounced in Pravda as an avant-garde monstrosity, “a
mess instead of music.”* SHOSTAKOVITCH himself was stunned and shaken. The
incident received international publicity, as the opera had also played in Europe and
the United States.” In this context, the impact of Benjamin’s argument in the essay,

*  Benjamin had first been exposed to LEskov in 1928 through a new, German edition of

his works (BENjamin 1972 ff: I1, 3, 1277). But it seems to have been the journal Orfent
und Okzident, that requested the article be about LEskov in march 1936.

¥ BenjaMmn 1972 f£: 11, 3, 1277,
¥ See BORDWELL 1993: 156-157.
% FITZPATRICK 1992: 187.
¥ BorDWELL [993: 156.
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“The Storyteller” (commissioned two months after Pravd?’s denunciation), was to
defend a contemporary Communist artist against the anti-modernist political criticisms
of the leaders of the Soviet state. This is an altogether different agenda than lamenting
the passing of a pre-modern literary form, which is the usual interpretation given by
Benjamin's scholars of “The Storyteller.”

But to end the discussion here would be to employ historicism to criticize
contemporary interpretations, and I have already said that this alternative is in itself
inadequate. Moreover, we have no evidence that it was Benjamin's intent to enter the
SHOSTAKOVITCH controversy with this essay — nor do we need it, not if we are interested
in truth, which, as Benjamin said, is precisely not intentional: “Truth,” he wrote in
the Trauerspiefintroduction, “is the death of intention.” What counts more than the
question of whether Benjamin understood his interventions in the context of Soviet
controversies is the fact that it might be productive for us to do so. And in suggesting
this constellation, I want to return, as promised, to the question of temporality and
the philosophy of history.

[t was Peter OsBORNE whose recent book The Politics of Time made me think
hard philosophically about the politics implicated in various concepts of temporality,
particularly the section of his book that criticizes my own reading of Benjamin
explicitly?”. 1 think he is correct in describing Benjamin's concept of revolutionary
time as “phenomenally lived” rupture, the interruption of daily life, hence
fundamentally different from the cosmological temporality that marks the Hegelian-
Marxian conception — which was also Lenin's, of course, and that of the vanguard
Party. But it is problematic to equate, as OSBORNE does, Benjamin’s conception of
time with the temporality of the avant-garde — problematic, because this theoretical
distinctien ignores real history and as a Marxist, evena Marxist phifosopher, OsBORNE
ought not to have done that. Osborne writes that the Benjaminian experience of the
“now” (“nowbeing” he calls it in a dubiously Heideggerian move) is “a form of avant-
garde experience. For the avant-garde is not that which is historically most advanced
in the sense that [...] it has the most history behind it."*® But, alas, this is precisely
how the avant-garde understood itself.

Let us recall briefly: The term ‘avant-garde’ came into use in France in the
mid-19" century.?* At that time, it applied both to cultural and political radicalism, as

B “Die Wahrheit ist der Tod der Intention” (Benjamin 1972 F: 1, 1, 216).
#  (QsBORNE 1995: 150-153.
% QsBORNE 1995: 150.

¥ See Linda NocHLIN, “The Invention of the Avant-Garde: France 1830-1880”. In: HEss
/ ASHBERY 1968: 5.

both endorsed, in the spirit of Saint-Simonianism, the idea of history as progress. At
the end of the century, in the climate of artistic modernism that was centered in bour-
geois Paris (where many of the Russian avant-garde artists lived before the Revoluti-
on), the ‘avant-garde’ took on a more specifically cultural meaning. Although most
(but not all) of its members would have considered themselves politically on the ‘Left,’
the term did not necessarily imply a political stance. It meant to be alienated from
established bourgeois culture and on the cutting edge cultural history, but the idea of
conflating that position with endorsement of any particular political party was not an
issue. It became one, however, at least for the Russian avant-garde, with the Bolshevik
success in October 1917, Lenin immediately articulated this revolutionary event in
terms of a cosmological temporality: October was a world-historical event, the
culmination of a revolutionary continuum in which bourgeois Paris had played the
leading role, but only in the past: the French Revolution and Paris Commune were
viewed as progressive steps along the way. This vision of history was to be secured
through art: Lenin launched a Phan for Monumenta! Propagandsa, listing approved
“fighters for socialism,” historical figures from Western Europe as well as Russia,
who were to be commemorated by public monuments erected in urban space. The
Bolsheviks made a point of trying to engage the avant-garde in their cuitural programs.
(Tatlin and Korolev were involved in the Plan for Monumental Propaganda.) Their
response was generally to support the October Revolution, but intellectually their
situation was ambiguous. Many of the leading avant-garde artists were explicitly
‘anarchist’ in their political statements {— this was particularly true of spring 1918
when, under pressure of the renewed war with Germany, the Leninist leadership was
cracking down on anarchism® =) and there was considerable unease among ‘radical’
artists about the costs for creative freedom of collaborating oo closely with any state
organizations, including the new ones. It is here that the politics of conflicting
temporalitics becomes important.

Precisely the intellectual prepudice of history-as-progress led radical cultural
producers to assume that political revolution and cultural revolution must be two
sides of the same coin. The avant-garde’s claim of being the historical destination of
art was legitimated by submitting to the cosmological temporality of the Party, but by
this same gesture it’s ‘truth’ was historicized. Already by the mid 1920s, the avant-
garde was spoken of in Russia as passé. All art that was not going in the direction of
the Party was historically ‘backward,’ bourgeois rather than proletarian, and hence

2 Hubertus GassnER, “The Constructivists: Modernism on the Way to Modernization™,
In: The Great Utopia: The Russian and Soviet Avant-Garde, 1915-1932, New York,
Guggenheim Museum 1992.
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ultimately counter-revolutionary. Once artists accepted the cosmological time of the
political vanguard, it followed that to be revolutionary in a cultural sense meant to
glorify the successes of the Party and to cover over its failures,

It could be argued that, despite the Constructivist’s call for art’s entry into
social life, the Bolshevik avant-garde was destroyed precisely by attempting to hold
onto ‘art’ too tenaciously, that is, to hold on to a historical continuun of art that ran
parallel (and was ultimately subservient) to the cosmological continuum of historical
progress. After the October Revolution, the mere gesture of refusal which marked
the bourgeois avant-garde was no longer considered sufficicnt. Artists made the fateful
decision, in facing forward rather than backward, of moving triumphantly into the
future alongside of political power. The only argument was at what relative speeds
whether as TATLIN and LissiTzky claimed, artistic practice was chronologically in the
lead of the Communist Party, or, as TroTskY wrote, art would always find itself “in
the baggage car” of history. In acquiescing to the vanguard’s cosmological conception
of revolutionary time, the avant-garde abandoned the temporality that OsBORNE wants
to attribute to it, the Benjaminian temporality of interruption, estrangement, arrest -
that is, they abandoned the phenomenological experience of avant-garde practise.
The latter needs to be understood not only as a strategy for undermining the bour-
geois order; but as fundamental to the cultural practise of any future society worthy of
the name ‘socialist.” Revolutionary time would then need to be understaod as tempo-
ral experience cternally in opposition to history’s chronological contipuum, and just
as eternally in opposition to fashion's repetitive gesture-of the ‘new,’ which masquerades
as the avant-garde in our own time. Socialist culture and avant-garde culture would
need to be rethought in terms of this temporality, as the constant construction of
constellations that arrest time, as a constant struggle against those economic and
political leaders who mindlessly (and always incorrectly) predict the future by
extrapolating from the present, as constant opposition to the fashion-setters for whom
time, like commodities, is endowed with built-in obsolescence.

The only power available to us as we, riding in the train of history, reach for the
emergency brake, is the power that comes from the past ~a past that without our effort
will be forgotten. One fact of the past that we particularly are in danger of forgetting is
the apparent harmlessness with which the process of cultural capitulation takes place. It
is 2 matter, simply, of wanting to keep up with the intellectual trends, to compete in the
marketplace, to stay relevant, to stay in fashion. In our own time this has the enormous
substantive implication of dismissing the other history of the twentieth century, the
‘failed’ one of socialism. But to do so is to acquiesce to the newest version of the myth of
progress, the mistaken assumption that those in the East who have been ‘defeated’ in
history have nothing to teach to the triumphant, new barbarians in the West.

So, what in God’s name, are we doing here? The litmus test for intellectual
production is how it effects the outside world, not what happens inside an academic
enclave such as this one. Benjamin himself held up as the criterion for his work that
it be “totally useless for the purpose of Fascism.”* Could any of us say of our work
that it is totally useless for the purposes of the new global order, in which class
exploitation 15 blatant, but the language to describe it is in ruins? Of course, we

would be horrified if decisions on academic hiring and promotion were made on

the basis of what our work contributed to the class struggle. The disturbing truth,
however, is that these decisions are already being made on the basis of ensuring
that our work contributes nothing to the class struggle. And that, my friends, is
problematic.

Bibliography
BenjamiN, Walter. Understanding Brecht. Trans. Anna Bostock, intro. Stanley

Mitchell. London, NLB 1966.

Benjamin, Walter. fluminations. Ed. Haanah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn, New
York, Schocken Books 1969.

BenjamiN, Walter. Gesammelte Schriften. Unter Mitwirkung von Theodor W,

Adorno und Gershom Scholem hg. von Rolf Tiedemann und Hermann
Schweppenhiuser. Vol. I-V1. Frankfurt/M 1972 ff.

BenjamiN, Walter. Moscow Diary. Ed. Gary Smith, Preface Gershom Scholem. Trans.
Richard Sieburth. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press 1986.

BorowEeLL, David. The Cinema of Eisenstein. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard
Universtty Press 1993.

BropEeRrsoN, Momme. Walter Benjamin: A Biography. Trans. Malcolm R. Green
and Ingrida Ligers, ed. Martina Dervis. London, Verso 1966.

Buck-Morss, Susan. The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades
FProject. Cambridge, Mass., The MIT Press 1989,

Frrzearrick, Sheila. The Cultural Front: Fower and Culture in Revolutionary Russia.
Ithaca, Cornell University Press 1992.

 Benjamin, preface to “The Work in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”. In: BENJ4-
MIN 1969: 218.

[oe)
bt |

88-£/ LO0F/S wnouewi2s wnjuowaepue]



0
=]

uieluag 12)eAN — °G ‘sSIO|N-PINg

Grovs, Boris. Gesamthunstwerk Stalin: Die gespaltene Kultur in der Sowjetunion.
Trans. from Russian by Gabricle Leupold. Miinchen, Hanser Verlag 1988.

Harrey, Leign / S1EBURTH, Richard. “Passagen-Werk N: [Theoretics of Knowledge;
Theory of Progress]”. In: The Philosophical Forum XV, Nos. 1-2 (Fall-Winter
1983-84).

Hess, Thomas B. / AsHBERY, John (eds.). Avant-Garde Art London, Collier-
Macmillan Ltd. 1968, |

Lopper, Christina. Russian Constructivism. New Haven, Yale University 1983.

Mac Lean, Hugh. Nikolai Leskov: The Man and Fis Art. Cambridge, Mass.,
Harvard University Press 1977.

OsBORNE, Peter. The Politics of Time: Modernity and Avant-Garde. London, Verso
1995,

STARR, S. Frederick. Melnikov: Solo Architect in A Mass Society. Princeton, Prince-
ton University Press 1978.

SteNBERG, Michael P. (ed.). Walter Benjamin and the Demands of History. Ithaca,
Cornell University Press 1996.

TaYLOR, Brandon. Art and Literature under the Bolsheviks, 2 vols. London, Pluto
Press [992.

Witnessing: Testimony of Linguistic Memory.
The case of Victor Klemperer

Hinrich C. Seeba*

Abstraet: In view of the tremendous success of Victor Klemperer's diades testimoning
his personal experience as a Jew in Nazi Germany, this article discusses the specific
contribution of witness literature to the knowledge of history. Durning the Holocaust
period, in the face of death, true historical knowledge was essentially reduced to per-
sonal experience. Klemperer’s clandestine journal exposes how the collective trauma
affected cverybody through the daily speech patterns, dictated by the Nazis’ appro-
priation of the German language. In this memory of Alltagsgeschichte as a critical
history of language can be seen the specific contribution of literature of testimony.
The function of Klemperers chronicle of Lingua Tértif Imperiiis to develop the read-
ers linguistic sensitivity, in order to enable them to reappropriate their language.

Keywords: History and memory; Literature of testimony; Language criticism; Nazi
Germany; Holocaust; Victor Klemperer

Resumo: Diante da enorme repercussao piiblica, nos anos 1990, dos didrios de Vic-
tor Klemperer sobre sua experiéncia pessoal como judeu na Alemanha nazista, este
artigo discute o tipo especifico de conhecimento da histénia proporcionado pela
literatura de testemunho, Durante ¢ periodo do holocausto, no confroato didrio com
a morte, o conhecimento histérico verdadeiro se agugou nas experiéncias pessoais, O
jornal clandestino de Klemperer expde como o trauma coletivo afetou a todos por
meio dos padrées cotidianos de fala, ditados pela apropriagio nazista da lingua alema.
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