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INTRODUCTION 

Bryan S. Turner 

Aesthetic theory 

Christine Buci-Glucksmann's brilliant study of modern social theory 
is concerned with the ways in which social realities can be repre­
sented, and in particular with the possible means of representing 
'modernity'. More specifically still, she wants to understand the 
aesthetic systems of modernity. Representation concerns the multi­
ple ways in which realities can be encoded in a system of signs, 
typically through what we regard as art, religion and language, that 
is through symbolic orders. Aesthetics is narrowly defined as the 
philosophy of art, or more broadly as a theory of beauty. It has both 
a theoretical wing (what are the discursive systems by which a work 
of art is defined?) and a practical dimension (how is art produced?). 
Aesthetics as a discipline arose in the late eighteenth century when 
philosophers like Alexander Gottlieb recognized that the sciences 
were incomplete, given the absence of a science of beauty. (We need 
to remember that the German notion of science or Wissenschaft is 
much broader than the narrow positivist understanding of science 
which typically characterizes the English-speaking world.) Early 
aesthetic theories were concerned not so much with sensory appre­
hension of reality as with the theory of poetry, whose topic was 
thought to be the meaning of beauty. Aesthetics was subsequently 
developed by Kant in Critique of Pure Reason in 1781 and in 
Critique of Judgment in 1790 to include both a science of perception 
and a judgement about taste. In the nineteenth century, aesthetics 
was concerned with the philosophy of art (its most common 
meaning) and with sensory perception of beauty. The idea of 
decadence in that century was summarized in the idea of 'art for 
art's sake'. In fact Benjamin (1983: 106) , in the 'Addendum' to 'The 
Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire', dates this development 
from 1852 when the bourgeoisie withdrew from any political 
involvement in the cause of writers and artists. Art began to lose 
any social role, especially in relation to politics. 
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In recent decades, classical aesthetics has been criticized for its 
allegedly superior claims to universalism. This challenge to uni­
versalism can be traced back to Nietzsche's critique of the Kantian 
notion that the aesthetic judgement of taste is neutral , passionless 
and disinterested. In his idea of the physiology of art, Nietzsche 
claimed that rapture and dream rather than rational inspection were 
the basis of the aesthetic state. These Nietzschean ideas on emotion, 
discourse and aesthetics had their impact on modern thought partly 
through the work of Martin Heidegger (1979) . Thus the impact of 
modern language philosophy has been to challenge the notion that 
'art' is a universal , immutable phenomenon. Instead 'art' has to be 
seen in a sociological and historical context, and thus the aesthetic 
question becomes a sociological one: what set of cultural and social 
circumstances produces 'taste' (Bourdieu, 1984)? 

Aesthetics (as a theory of beauty) in the twentieth century has 
been called into question by the destructive power of war and the 
violence of the modern state. In particular the concentration camps 
and mass genocide of the Holocaust have placed a fundamental 
doubt in the modern mind about the very possibility of the beautiful 
and the sublime. The Frankfurt School,  especially in the aesthetic 
theory of Theodor Adorno, adopted the view that, as a conse­
quence of the Holocaust, poetry was impossible; the production of 
beauty was a mere mockery of true values in a world of total 
violence. Thus, the destruction of classical confidence in the 
universality of beauty is connected with the erosion of religious 
values and the relativization of morality. 

These problems lie at the centre of the aesthetic concerns of 
Walter Benjamin, whose writings on art, art history and politics 
have dominated much of the late twentieth-century debate about 
aesthetics (in the broad sense). Benjamin (1892-1940) failed to 
o\)tain an academic post in Germ;my after his thesis on German 
tragic drama (The Origin of German Tragic Drama [1977]) was 
rejected at Frankfurt in 1925. He subsequently became attached to 
the Marxist social theorists of the Frankfurt School as one of their 
most promising aesthetic theorists (although his relations with 
Adorno remained highly problematic) . He studied the poetry of 
Charles Baudelaire during his exile in Paris in 1933, a study which 
produced Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High 
Capitalism (1983) , which was published posthumously in 1969. He 
committed suicide in 1940 during a forlorn attempt to escape 
fascism by migrating from southern France to Spain. Benjamin's 
work was neglected, until the original German publication of The 
Origin of German Tragic Drama in 1955, since when there has been 
a major revival of interest. There have been major reviews· of 
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Benjamin's work in German, French and English (Eagleton, 1981 ; 
Fuld, 1979; Gaines, 1993; Roberts, 1982; Wolin, 1993) . Buci­
Glucksmann's interpretation of Benjamin is in many respects one of 
the most sophisticated and original. Her text, which is fully 
translated here in English for the first time, is a powerfully 
imaginative recovery of the world of Benjamin's own imagination, 
giving full play as it does to the Jewish mystical perspective on the 
unfolding of religious history, to the importance of both language 
and aesthetic philosophy in Benjamin, his fascination for Parisian 
consumerism, the problems of Baudelaire's poetic imagination and 
nihilism, and the historical connections between otherness, women 
and Judaism. Buci-Glucksmann's special concern with the function 
of allegory, particularly baroque allegory/reason, precisely captures 
one of the core issues in both Benjamin's aesthetics and his social 
theory. 

Language, truth and beauty 

The Romantic idea that 'truth is beauty, beauty, truth' had an 
ancient origin. It asserts an intimate relationship between what we 
value in aesthetic terms, and what we perceive to be truth. That 
which we value as true also has aesthetic authority. We might also 
add: what carries moral conviction also has an aesthetic authority. 
In traditional societies, there was relatively little differentiation 
between the realms or orders of religion, morality, regimes of truth 
and representations of beauty. The break -up of the integrated world 
of traditional societies brought about a fragmentation between 
language, truth and religio-moral orders. This break-up has been 
given various formulations: the transition from community to 
association, the modernization process, or the secularization and 
disenchantment of reality. For example, under the impact of 
Romanticism, these connections between morality and aesthetics 
were given a strongly subjective and individualistic resonance, 
because beauty was given an emotive and privatized content. The 
coherence of this relationship between aesthetics and morality was 
broken in the modem world by the differentiation of the aesthetic as 
a separate domain with its own autonomy and logic. The aesthet­
icization of the everyday world was yet a further development in the 
evaluation of representations of beauty which occurred with the 
development of capitalism and the commodification of the life­
world. Many social critics came to see this development as part of 
the alienation of human beings under the commodification of life 
and the evolution of a fetishism of consciousness. That which could 
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be exchanged was true; that which could be bought was valued. The 
traditional equations of morality, aesthetics and truth were over­
turned by these revolutionary developments in the social organiz­
ation of the economy. The impact on religion and art - arenas in 
which divine values had been traditionally embedded - was equally 
profound. Traditional religious values were marginalized; art lost 
much of its conventional religious aura, just as its uniqueness was 
lost as mechanical means of reproduction, especially photography, 
became dominant. Benjamin (1986) , in his article on 'Surrealism',  
claimed that the movement had finally broken the ritualistic and 
religious context which had separated art from life. As a result the 
way in which the world could be represented (or pictured) was also 
revolutionized (Lash, 1990) . The picture of the world became 
a mere convention, not a divinely ordered regime. Buci­
Glucksmann's study of baroque reason/representation and modern 
aesthetics/modes of capturing beauty can be seen as an extended 
reflection on these transformations at three critical or catastrophic 
points in the historical eruption of modernity: the seventeenth­
century baroque, the world of Baudelaire's Paris, and the avant­
garde artistic movements of the twentieth century. In literary or 
cultural terms, these crises have had a strong connection with 
problems of representation, and thereby with language and sym­
bolism. At the centre of these debates, we can locate the diverse 
and complex social philosophy of Benjamin, a key figure in 
twentieth-century aesthetic theory and a core theme in Buci­
Glucksmann's analysis. 

In contemporary philosophy these traditional views of truth and 
beauty have thus been challenged by changes in the theory of 
language and in particular by structuralist approaches to language as 
a system of differences. Theories of language have dominated many 
of the major shifts and developmen,ts in philosophy, art and social 
practice in the twentieth century. In fact structuralism has trans­
formed every branch of the humanities and social sciences because 
cultural phenomena are now seen as texts which can only be 
approached by the critical methods of literary studies (Vattimo, 
1988) . Epistemological questions (how is truth produced?) have 
always in the history of philosophy interacted closely with ontologi­
cal questions (what can exist?) and with aesthetic notions (what is 
beautiful?). In the contemporary world, this traditional problematic 
has been given a new and decisive direction: what can be known, 
what can exist and what can be experienced is made possible (and 
impossible) by the structure of the language which is available to a 
social system. One interpretation of such grammatical determinism 
is that reality is a function of a regime of words, that is, a 
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government of words. In seventeenth-century positivism, we can 
trace the origins of the correspondence theory of truth, which 
asserts that there is a direct and relatively simple relationship 
between language and reality such that the function of language is to 
register in a neutral fashion elements of the factual world. Language 
provides, as it were, a mirror of nature (Rorty, 1979) . In the 
twentieth century, there has been a radical shift in how we think 
about language. In modern structuralism, language is interpreted as 
either producing reality through construction, or making possible an 
always partial apprehension of reality. In particular, the impact of 
Ferdinand de Saussure's Course in General Linguistics of 1916 
(1959) has radically transformed understanding of the relationship 
between words and things, or more generally between reality and 
discourse. 

Briefly, Saussure had argued a number of fundamental proposi­
tions: we must distinguish between language (langue) and speech 
(parole) , that is, between language as a social resource of everyday 
practice and language as a system of elements which are structured 
by trans-social rules and logics; we must further distinguish between 
the synchronic study of language as a system of a historical relations 
which is a collective construct of a social group, and the diachronic 
study of the unplanned and unconscious changes which take place in 
language in use; and finally there is the study of the double-nature 
of the linguistic sign which comprises the concept and the sound or 
acoustic image. The relationship between these two is arbitrary; 
there is no internal or necessary relationship between the concept of 
dog and the various sounds ('dog' , 'der Hund' or 'de hond'). More 
technically,  the relationship between signifiers, signifieds and refer­
ents is arbitrary. This idea became the basis of a radical challenge to 
the correspondence theory of truth, because it uncoupled any 
simple relation of reflection between language and nature. Saussure 
focused primarily on language as a system of signs rather than on 
speech as a performative activity. He therefore attempted to show 
that meaning in language was not an indigenous feature of words 
but the product of differences between juxtaposed sets of dichoto­
mies: up/down, wet/dry or goodlbad. The meaning of reality, 
according to structuralist interpretations of Saussure's theory of 
language, is sustained by the effect of differences between orders of 
words. At best, language discloses reality through a system of 
differences. 

This relatively simple set of notions has produced extraordinarily 
radical consequences. It is wrong to assume that Saussure has had a 
direct effect on all versions of structuralist and post-structuralist 
thought: there are various 'tight' and 'loose' versions of structuralis-
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tic linguistics (Megill, 1985). Although Michel Foucault's views on 
language owe more to literary criticism than to Saussure, his 
approach to language and reality had a distinctively anti-humanist 
and anti-anthropological direction which was highly compatible 
with post-Saussurian developments: the order of things is in fact an 
order of words (Foucault, 1991) . One might almost add: an order of 
things is merely an order of words. Another possibility is that reality 
exists independently of the languages by which it is made available, 
but its real nature remains ineffable and hidden. This hidden quality 
of reality can only be grasped by prophetic insight, by imagination 
and possession; it can only be expressed by symbol , by allegory or 
parable. It is the poetic/religious imagination which has insight into 
inner reality;  language as a system of formal differences has 
paradoxically relatively little capacity for authentic communication. 
This problem is fundamental to the work of Benjamin, whose 
theory of language has often been neglected in favour of exegesis of 
his aesthetic theories (Gaines, 1993) . 

While this radical analysis of language is appropriately associated 
with Saussure's linguistic philosophy, it had in fact many diverse 
sources. It was anticipated in Nietzsche's analysis of the will to 
power in which, as a consequence of the 'death of God', there is no 
hegemonic arrangement of truth: everything is a product of perspec­
tives. Saussure's analysis also depended on the work of Emile 
Durkheim and Marcel Mauss (1963) who attempted to show that 
the dominant patterns of thought (collective representations) were 
produced and sustained by the dominant patterns of social organiz­
ation. The notion of 'god' was an effect of collective rituals and 
collective sentiment. In contemporary applications of structuralism, 
the analysis of truth has been approached via an understanding of 
the prevailing patterns of power in that truth is seen to be a function 
or power: hierarchical, patriarchal ,c racist and despotic. The aim of 
such linguistic radicalism has been to penetrate the veil of represen­
tation to expose not a regime of veracity but an order of power. This 
critical function has been one feature of the method of deconstruc­
tion. Such an approach has been used as a means of understanding 
how, historically, transformations in the regime of representation 
have been associated with revolutions in the nature of power. For 
example, how did the emergence of the modern world out of a 
traditional and relatively stable order impact upon the sovereignty 
of regimes of representation? How did the origins of capitalism 
influence the methods by which truth and beauty were presented? 
How did baroque mentality or baroque reason allow people to see 
beauty/truth? In short, how did the baroque order of representation 
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use allegory, symbol and sound to indicate an order of shimmering 
reality? 

Linguistic philosophers and historians of ideas have been quick to 
detect a strange correspondence between modem structuralistic 
radicalism and the theology of ancient Judaism. Primitive Jewish 
culture placed an extraordinary weight upon knowing the Word, 
interpreting religious discourses and following the letter of the law. 
Unlike Christianity, Judaism had no sacerdotal priesthood, pre­
cisely because the main emphasis of religious activity centred on the 
word of God: in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
God. In fact the Abrahamic faiths generally shared this fascination 
with God's prophetic declaration of truth. In Christianity, Word 
was incarnate in the body of Christ; in Islam, the Qur'an is the 
unadultered, pure Word of God, delivered to Muhammad as the 
Last Word to the Last Prophet. Islam is the final religion of 
mankind as the completion of the work of Abraham, Moses, Christ 
and the prophets. The debate in the Abrahamic religions about how 
God discloses Himself to human beings has been parallel in many 
respects to the general philosophical question: does language cover 
up or uncover truth/reality, and how can we discover this reality? By 
philosophy, by poetry, by spirit possession? The great promise of 
the Enlightenment and rationalism was to recover reality/truth by 
disposing of religion, the great mystification of nature. Marxism in 
the nineteenth century can be seen as a continuation of this 
rationalist legacy: dialectical materialism would disclose the world, 
free from both the illusions of religion and the mystifications of 
bourgeois culture. Marxism was 'critical criticism' which would start 
with the deconstruction of religion and finish with the uncovering of 
the laws of the economy. It would expose and uncover the 
fetishization of commodities which was the basis of illusions (such as 
reification) in bourgeois capitalism. 

Buci-Glucksmann's account of Baudelaire's nihilism and Ben­
jamin's political theology is a reflection on the failures of this 
humanistic adventure and it is within this context of structuralist 
theories of language that we can best appreciate her analysis of 
orders of representation from the baroque to modem times via a 
study of the work of Baudelaire and Benjamin. The core of 
Benjamin's argument is that allegory, especially alleg�es about 
fate, deaffi anomelal1choly � is the principal element in the aesth�tic 
of modernity and has its archaeological origins il! th_eJ�rgot!�n and 
Qbscurea . past of mQI:l�rt1ity_ - the baroque. Let us say that the 
modem world, unlike the traditional medieval world of the hegemonic 
Church, its God and its symbols, is a fragmented, diversified, 
playful, incoherent flux. Its real nature is superbly illustrated by the 
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passing, artificial, simulated, self-referential world of fashion , with 
its ever-changing styles, signs, sexual games, heroes, cultures, 
cliches, locations, and fashionable body-images. Madonna, simu­
lation of the mother of Christ, sex-object and falsifier of sex, 
perhaps in the best of all possible worlds, is the central symbol of 
this modern hyperreality. What are the cultural or grammatical 
devices by which this world could be summarized, encapsulated? 
The leading candidates are montage, pastiche, allegory, irony and 
parody. What might provide the metaphors of this complexity? The 
ruin, the library, the labyrinth and the artifice. The literary or 
philosophical devices which might capture the fragmented, frac­
tured, ruined nature of modernity also happen to be the dominant 
philosophical devices of the baroque period which, above all, was 
acutely aware of two things: the artificial, socially constructed 
nature of reality (its hyperreality) and the precarious, catastrophic, 
uncertain and hazardous nature of all human existence. The 
fantastic world of baroque theatre beautifully expressed this pre­
carious fragility, just as Disneyland expresses the inner reality of 
modern consumerism. In order to prepare the basis for an appreci­
ation of Buci-Glucksmann's account of these allegorical devices and 
the peculiar nature of modern consumerism, we need to pause 
briefly to consider Benjamin's theory of language. 

Benjamin's views on language were deeply influenced by Jewish 
thought, especially by the mystical writings of the kabbalah, a 
spiritual orientation which was particularly influential in Germany. 
Benjamin's work is consequently characterized by its respect for 
reading and saying, namely the Word. This was evident in his study 
of the Ursprung (fount, origin, primal leap) origins of German 
tragic drama (1977), written between 1924 and 1925, but neglected 
until its initial publication in 1955 . The main point of this work was 
to demonstrate that German baroque tragic drama, as distinct from 
tragedy, had its origins not in the classical Greek tradition but in 
medieval mystery plays and in the Christian themes of the mortifi­
cation of the flesh. In particular, baroque drama was emblematic, 
hyperbolic and allegorical, reflecting on the tragedies of human 
embodiment, and hence on the dual life of humans (both animal 
and divine, fleshly and spiritual) .  Tragic feelings, within the 
Aristotelian paradigm, have little connection with the torrid emo­
tions of the tragic drama. Trauerspiel (tragedy: literally 'sorrow­
play') involved an audience in displays of palpable lament and 
ceremonies of public grief. Tragedy involves an educational process 
which is internal and often silent (Steiner, 1977) . The Trauerspiel 
depends profoundly on allegory, at whose heart lies melancholy - a 
major theme not only for Benjamin, but also for the Frankfurt 
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School, the modern mind, and hence for Buci-Glucksmann's 
interpretation of modern aesthetics. These themes have been 
consistently inspired by the etchings of Durer, especially the 
representations of death and melancholy. Throughout these in­
terpretations of baroque Trauerspiele, Benjamin wanted to under­
stand baroque language as a method of allegorically conveying 
meaning. Utterances, such as curses, have a direct impact on 
baroque personality. 

Benjamin's theory of language might be called a naming theory, 
because the peculiar capacity of humans as rational and religious 
creatures is to name their environment. Adam's act of naming the 
creatures of the Garden of Paradise was the paradigmatic case . This 
naming process is not the external imposition of an arbitrary name 
to an object, but rather the sympathetic union of subject and object , 
producing an irreducible communion of sound, name and object. 
Benjamin, who rejected any mechanical correspondence between 
words and objects, developed a theory of language which was 
related to the symbolism of the circle around Stefan George 
(Roberts, 1982) . In the George Circle , Ludwig Klages and Friedrich 
Gundolf proposed that the primal experiences of life had been 
obscured by civilizational processes and by language: it was only in 
art that these fundamental experiences could be approached. 
Although Benjamin was critical of the symbolists of the George 
Circle, he shared a common understanding with them of the 
importance and function of symbols. In particular, the symbolic 
significance of the ruin was a major feature of his understanding of 
the language of the baroque. The ruin, a sign of the transient 
character of human endeavour, was a primary allegory of the 
melancholy mentality of the baroque;  the ruin was a statement of 
th�inevitable passage of time, of our inability to escape from it. 
Truth and beauty were both circumscribed by death. Hence, the 
preoccupation with fictions, fantasies and fate. Because the con­
tingencies of history and time were woven into the fabric of life, 
melancholy was a dominant component of the Trauerspiel. 

Theories of modernity and postmodernity 

Buci-Glucksmann's analysis of the origins of modern aesthetics via 
Baudelaire and Benjamin is also an account of theories of history. Is 
the process of history a radical leap from the sacred to the profane? 
Is it a revolutionary sequence of transformations of the modes of 
production by which social groups survive and reproduce them­
selves? Is it a moral history from lost solidarity to individualism and 
back to ethical collectivism? It is important to realize that Ben-
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jamin's view of history was saturated by a Judaic messianism: the 
present (exile) always reveals and holds the promise of a dramatic 
restoration through catastrophe to the land of justice. Periodization 
and its markers - exiles, holocausts, angels of destruction, prophets 
of gloom, the Lord of Hosts - play a central role in Benjamin's 
thought as they did, in a secular version, for Marx. Benjamin's view 
of history, although often expressed in the secular language of 
Marxism, was in fact a radical Jewish and messianic view of the 
unfolding of history. � his contemporary Georg L���£s, Ben­
jamin radicru�the._Jewj�h notion of t9talr.���!Il�!.i�n via an 
incorporation of Marxist revolutionary discourse, itself a secular­
ized version of revolutionary Judaic historicism. 

What then is traditionalism? What is modernism? What is post­
history? These are crucial questions for Benjamin and for Buci­
Glucksmann. The latter's study of the three crucial turning-points in 
the origins of the modern aesthetics in fact problematizes history as 
a division between tradition and modernity. In order to grasp this 
problem in the philosophy of history, let us start with a monumental 
contemporary issue. What is this modernity which has destroyed 
everything behind it and threatens to destroy everything before it? 
In the following discussion, I am primarily concerned with the 
sociological notion of modernity, a notion which is often rather 
remote from the literary meaning of modernism and modernity. 
Baudelaire, whose ideas are clearly important for both Benjamin 
and Buci-Glucksmann,  had an idea of the modern as the fleeting 
and trivial. Thus in 1�_�3 he wrote 'BY��!Il�_dernity'�L,!!�al! the 
el!hemeLl:lJ�the fugitive, the contingent, the half of the art whose 
other half is the eternal and tbelmmutable' (Baudelaire, 1964: 13) . 
This view of the modern as the fleeting has much in common with 
the sociological view of Georg Simmel, but it is less common in 
social science than in the humanities. 

The problem of historical periodization in contemporary social 
theory is concentrated on whether the modern has come to an end. 
Indeed much of the intellectual debate in the humanities and the 
social sciences over the last decade has been dominated by the 
contrast between the modern and postmodern. Although this 
debate is fundamental and intellectually serious, the issue has often 
been dominated by a somewhat trivial pursuit of precise definitions. 
In order to understand Buci-Glucksmann's analysis of baroque 
reason, we have to grasp the social and cultural dimensions of 
modernity, modernization and modernism. If the core of Buci­
Glucksmann's superb analysis of Baudelaire and Benjamin is the 
aesthetic character of modernity and its hidden archaeological 
roots in seventeenth-century absolutism, then it is appropriate to 
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approach her argument via a comment on the struggles and 
contradictions which exist between modernism and postmodernism. 
It is important to emphasize the point that Buci-Glucksmann is not 
concerned with the analysis of the modem and the postmodern; this 
contrast is employed here as a device to understand her argument. 
The substantive reason for introducing a discussion of post­
modernism in this Introduction is to indicate some unusual parallels 
between postmodern themes and baroque reason. In particular, 
both perspectives are held together by a fascination with artifice, 
especially montage and allegory, and both are inclined towards a 
profound melancholy mentality. I hope this digression will, there­
fore, provide the reader with even further evidence of the extra­
ordinary range of Buci-Glucksmann's analysis. 

We should not clutter this analysis by an inconsequential 
digression into the definitional problems which have bedevilled the 
debate. I therefore propose to give a summary account of the 
argument. First, it is appropriate to distinguish the intellectual 
debate around modernism and postmodernism from the sociological 
analysis of the social, political and cultural phenomena of contem­
porary societies which are best described in terms of modernity and 
postmodernity. Thus, postmodernism is a form of analysis or 
expression, while postmodernity refers to the sociological dimen­
sions of a postmodern society. The analysis of postmodernism in art 
and aesthetic theory is well established, but it is only relatively 
recently that the social sciences have turned to the analysis of 
postmodernity as a form of social organization. In sociology, 
therefore, the study of postmodernity can be associated through the 
writings of Daniel Bell (1973) to an earlier discussion of the idea of 
a post-industrial society. In sociology, postmodernity is closely 
associated with the dominance of knowledge and information in late 
capitalist society, with the expansion of the mass media, and the 
globalization of communication through new electronic tech­
nologies. This view of postmodernity in terms of information 
technology and its impact on society dominates much of Jean­
Fran<.;ois Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition (1984) and more 
specifically the recent writing of Jean Baudrillard (Gane, 1991). The 
attempt to produce a sociology of postmodernity has, of course, 
inevitably run into a number of serious analytical difficulties, among 
which the attempt to form a coherent periodization of modernity 
and postmodernity has been dominant. 

The second major issue in the definitional problems surrounding 
the distinction between modernity and postmodernity is the 
problematical nature of the 'post' -prefix. Analysis of postmodernity 
is characterized by a basic confusion concerning the nature of the 
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concept itself: is it after or against modernity? If postmodernity 
simply means historically after modernity, then the debate is not 
particularly interesting in political or moral terms. It simply suggests 
a stage in the historical evolution of capitalism in which postmodern 
phenomena enjoy a certain continuity over historical time. Post­
modernity might therefore be simply an elaboration of the funda­
mental features of an industrial capitalist system. As a consequence 
the idea of postmodernity as a critique of modernity has attracted 
much more sympathy and interest from the major commentators on 
this debate. Postmodernity is more typically associated with the idea 
of the 'end of history', that is with posthistoire (Niethammer, 1992) . 
Postmodernity has developed, particularly in critical theory and 
feminism, as a major alternative to the assumptions of modernist 
thought and organization. If modernity stands for the tradition of 
the Enlightenment and liberal democracy, then postmodern 
thought has sought allies in the forces of de-colonization, cultural 
critique and feminist opposition. Insofar as modernism has become 
associated with instrumental reason, patriarchy and the domination 
of nature, then postmodernism has embraced play, irony and 
parody as sources for an oppositional critique . The non-rational and 
the irrational are drawn upon as resources for an anti-modern 
agenda and in this critical struggle desire is opposed to discipline, 
folly to reason, and play to labour. 

From a social-scientific point of view, the most convenient 
approach to the analysis of postmodernity is to provide a coherent 
account of what we might mean by the conventional notions of 
modernization, modern society and modernity. For the sake of 
brevity and clarity, one could simply suggest that modernity as a 
sociological phenomenon is the social and historical product of the 
process of modernization, which we can associate closely with the 
de�elopment of capitalist societies in ,western Europe from the early 
part of the seventeenth century. Furthermore, we might argue that 
Max Weber's sociology of capitalism provides us with our most 
precise historical characterization of the major dimensions of 
modernity (Turner, 1992a) . In order to understand postmodernity 
as anti-modernity we might simply turn to Weber's The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1930) as the most famous analysis 
in classical sociology of what is meant by social modernity. For 
Weber, modern industrial capitalist society was the historical 
product of instrumental reason and this instrumental rationality had 
its cultural and psychological origins in the Protestant asceticism of 
the early Calvinistic sects which developed a specific calling in the 
world, a calling which involved discipline, self-restraint and world 
mastery. 
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Calvinism emphasized self-regulation, the denial of luxurious 
consumption , the commitment to a vocation in the world, and an 
ascetic discipline of everyday life , whereas the cultures of the 
oriental world were dominated by religious systems which encour­
aged and sustained contemplative orientations to the world, or 
mystical withdrawal, or hedonistic appropriation of reality. In 
particular Buddhism, Hinduism and Confucianism were essentially 
passive approaches to reality in which the human spirit merely 
adapted itself to the brute facts of human nature and external 
reality. W�ber regarded Judaism and Islam as merely failed or 
ftll\v�� versions of the dynamic asceticism and· discipline -·of the 
Alm!b�r:nic tradition. Within the Protestant Reformation, Lutheran­
ism, Wesleyanism and the various pietistic movements were weaker 
versions of the central trend towards ascetic domination of reality 
which was only embraced in its fullness by Calvinistic Christianity. 
From this sociology of religion, Weber developed a distinctive view 
of the cultural dynamics of rational capitalism, in which discipline, 
the calling, the ethic of world mastery and the self-restraint of 
personality all lead to a dynamic and radicalized culture. In 
sociological terms, this ethic of world mastery resulted in a social 
system in which instrumental rationality dominated all spheres of 
social existence. Thus, the bureaucratic organization of entrepre­
neurship, the ratiQnalllPplication of technology to production, the 
differentiation of social institutions, the destruction of magic and 
religion, and the rational organization of the State to achieve 
collective goals were all simply manifestations of the inner logic of 
worldly asceticism. The 'iron cage' of modernity was the unintended 
consequence of the ethic of Protestant asceticism. It was a distinc­
tive alternative to the glittering worldliness of many baroque themes 
of representation, drama and music. Baroque churches overflow 
with the frolics of bucolic, chubby cherubim; Protestant churches 
are stripped to their white walls. The unaccompanied human voice 
itself was often regarded as the only appropriate, modest instrument 
for the worship of God in Protestant circles .. 

In the conventional sociology of modernization, therefore, the 
social and historical processes which have produced modern society 
have been seen in terms of an evolutionary progression from 
traditional forms of organization to rational, modern social systems. 
Modem society in consequence has been characterized by industrial­
ization, the urbanization of human populations, the dominance of 
factory production and technology, the increasing dependence upon 
literacy and the production of information and knowledge, and the 
social differentiation of institutions in order to achieve a more 
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effective and efficient social organization of resources. It has been 
thought that modern society is essentially secular, demystified, 
rationally organized and hostile to superstition and traditional 
modes of thought and organization. The sociology of religion has 
typically supported such an interpretation, since it is felt that the 
process of rationalization brought about a disenchantment of reality 
whereby religious and magical modes of thought were gradually 
replaced by more scientific views and secular perspectives. 

In the conventional sociological debate about modernization, it 
has been common for sociologists to develop a series of dichotomies 
by which to express this process of rationalization. For example, in 
the work of Ferdinand Tonnies, the secular, anonymous and neutral 
organization of the modern world was described in terms of a series 
of associations rather than as - and in marked contrast to - a 
collection of communities. Much of this was subsequently 
developed by American sociology, particularly by Talcott Parsons 
(1991) , whose famous 'pattern variables' sought to describe 
modernity in terms of its universalism, its specificity, its individual­
ism and secular neturality. These ideal-typical contrasts between 
community and association, tradition and modernity, and secular 
and sacred often disguised another, more implicit contrast between 
the modern West and the traditional East, one which was clearly 
elaborated in the whole tradition of orientalism in which the 
oriental world was seen to be hostile to the forces of progress and 
social change (Said, 1978). This implicit celebration of the West 
came in many circumstances to provide a normative legitimation for 
colonization. This view of the development of Western capitalism 
often had a triumphalist dimension, in which the erosion and 
disappearance of the Orient would be brought about by the 
inevitable and ineluctable dominance of Western traditions and 
institutions. It is for this reason that postmodern criticism of rational 
modernity had often been embraced by both feminism and social 
movements for decolonization. 

This modernist world view has, of course, always had its critics. 
Opposition to this triumphalist view of Western reason has centred 
primarily on the notion that Western reason has a self-destructive 
aspect which negates the progressive aspects of secularization and 
ultimately threatens human life itself as a consequence of the 
remorseless logic of industrialization. In the late nineteenth 
century, the sharpest criticisms of capitalist rationalization came 
from the Marxist tradition of social theory which claimed that 
capitalism was based upon a system of alienation and exploitation 
which destroyed human life in the interests of egoistical accumu­
lation of wealth . As we know, Karl Marx's vision of history 
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suggested that the inevitable contradictions and conflicts within the 
capitalist system would, through the endless struggle of social 
classes, bring about the final destruction of a capitalist world, 
leading eventually to socialism and communism as social organiz­
ations which were neither contradictory nor self-destructive. In 
the late twentieth century, this communist alternative to capitalist 
domination and exploitation appears to be fundamentally flawed 
and historically problematic and the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and the retreat of communism as a political system has left many 
social critics with the conclusion that Marxism is not a viable 
alternative to capitalist systems of production. 

The political alternative to capitalism is currently more closely 
associated with the ecological critique of capitalism as a system of 
industrial exploitation of nature which ultimately undermines 
human happiness and security by bringing about the inevitable 
destruction of the planet earth. Late capitalism has become a risk 
society (Beck, 1992) in which the very process of modernization 
itself results in new forms of hazard and uncertainty. This Green 
critique of industrial capitalism has often been associated with 
feminist opposition to patriarchal versions of instrumental reason, 
and both feminism and the Green movement are typically asso­
ciated with anti-imperialism, since many third world societies see 
their economic plight as a direct consequence of first world, 
northern, industrial capitalist progress. 

Both the Marxist and the ecological critique of industrial capital­
ism and instrumental reason suggest either implicitly or explicitly 
that the allegedly rational characteristics of capitalism are in fact 
substantively irrational. Capitalism is substantively irrational 
because its very development threatens the conditions of existence 
of humankind as such, and it appears to be impossible to create the 
political conditions by which this destructive force of capitalism 
could be contained. The exploitation of labour is merely one 
dimension of the exploitation of nature by a minority whose wealth 
and dominance come to threaten the happiness and security of the 
majority of the earth's population . The remorseless rational logic of 
capital accumulation is in fact an irrational logic which, from a 
moral point of view, is a substantive threat to humanity. The 
postmodern critique of capitalism as a unifying, colonizing and 
hierarchical system of dominance based upon a unitary theory of 
reason can be seen as one aspect of the current critique of 
patriarchal, instrumental reason as the inner core of capitalist 
modernity. Postmodernism as a theory argues that difference and 
pluralism stand in opposition to this unitary nature of capitalism as a 
system of domination based upon a notion of sameness (Boyne, 
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1989). Thus, postmodernity can be seen as a celebration of hetero­
geneity against Western homogenization. 

Buci-Glucksmann's analysis of baroque reason, feminism, the 
depravity and nihilism of Baudelaire's poetry and Benjamin's 
celebration of allegory is best understood within this broad analysis 
of capitalism and reason as forms of domination and exploitation. 
Buci-Glucksmann's La Raison baroque (1984a) and her equally 
influential La Folie du voir: De l'esthetique baroque (1986) are not 
therefore departures from her early political philosophy, such as her 
studies of Antonio Gramsci , especially on the questions of state 
hegemony and violence, for which she is probably best known to 
date in the English-speaking world. These early studies in the 
Gramscian critique of the state and capitalism (Buci-Glucksmann,  
1981) were concerned with a socialist analysis of the nature of power 
and economics in modern capitalism. Her more recent analyses of 
the baroque and feminism are also situated within a profoundly 
critical response to modern society, which is of course very much 
within the tradition of writers like Adorno, Benjamin and the 
Frankfurt School . Her studies of the seventeenth-century baroque 
imagination, the emergence of feminist theories, and the avant­
garde of the twentieth century are inquiries into an alternative 
cultural resource as a system of opposition to the dominance of 
patriarchal (capitalist) reason. Her research into the baroque 
feminist theory and the cultural analyses of Benjamin is now well 
established. For example her path-breaking Walter Benjamin und 
die Utopie des Weiblichen (1984b), an analysis of utopian mentality 
and political critique, is clearly influential in this study of baroque 
reason. 

Th.e critique of reason 

My argument has been that we can best appreciate Buci­
Glucksmann's analysis of the aesthetics of modernity within two 
domains: as a contribution to aesthetic theory, especially in the 
context of the relativization of discourse by language theory, and as 
a critique of instrumental reason. We can best understand instru­
mental reason via a study of Weber's sociology of modernity. It is 
appropriate to place Weber within a discussion of Benjamin 
because the former belonged to an intellectual circle which included 
or was related to Stefan George, Georg Lukacs, Georg Simmel and 
Karl Mannheim, all of whom are important in the development of 
aesthetic, literary and social theory. 

Weber is typically seen therefore as the principal sociologist of 
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rational capitalism and as a social theorist who appeared explicitly 
to justify capitalist development in terms of its destruction of 
magical world views. However, this conventional view of Weber has 
in recent years been challenged by a number of major commenta­
tors on Weberian sociology such as Wilhelm Hennis, Laurence 
Scaff, Harvey Goldman and Charles Turner. A close examination 
of Weber's two lectures on the vocation in science and the vocation 
in politics, the intermediary reflections on his sociology of religion 
and his preface to The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 
suggests a rather different view of Weber's analysis of rationality 
and reason as the foundations of a modern capitalist system. Weber 
was in fact profoundly ambiguous about the nature and outcome of 
capitalist civilization, because the march of reason could not 
ultimately answer the question: what is the meaning and purpose of 
life? Instrumental rationality is essentially an effective system for 
the achieving of known ends, but Weber consistently argued that 
the appropriate ends of action could never be derived from reason 
itself. A rational system of medicine could never answer the 
question: what is the moral purpose of health? A rational system of 
scientific inquiry can never tell us what the purpose of nature is. 
These absolute values are ultimately derived from cultural systems, 
in particular from religious culture, which, as we know, falls outside 
the boundaries of reason. Religion is a system of values and 
practices which is concerned with the non-rational. 

In fact modern systems of rationality continuously attack, erode 
and undermine systems of morality, religion and ethics. The 
secularizing impact of industrial capitalism destroys the cultural 
foundations of society and therefore undermines our capacity to live 
meaningfully within the modern world. There is in this respect a 
certain convergence between Marx and Weber as critics of capital­
ism, since both recognized that capitalist rationality would destroy 
the religious aura of existence by producing an alienating and reified 
reality. Weber's analysis of the disenchantment of reality has an 
important parallel with Marx's study of human alienation and 
estrangement (LOwith, 1993) . In Marx's philosophical anthro­
pology, the development of a capitalist economy brings about a 
fetishism of commodities which has the consequence of mystifying 
and alienating human existence. Human beings live in a social and 
economic reality, in which they are consistently estranged from 
themselves and from their material reality. In Marxism, capitalism 
is a radical and revolutionary system which brings about a fantastic 
reality of commodities in which 'all that is solid melts into air' 
(Berman, 1982) . Weber's analysis of the disenchantment of human 
existence through the progressive secularization of reality also 
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leaves human beings in a state of self-alienation, since the world 
becomes systematically meaningless as it is stripped of its religious 
aura. For Weber, the paradox of modernity is that rationalization 
merely shows that existence is pointless and lacking in purpose. This 
critical view of the paradoxical irony of capitalist rationalism was 
shared by a variety of social philosophers who were influenced by 
Marx and by Weber, such as Georg Simmel, Georg Lukacs and 
Ernst Bloch, who in various ways also influenced the critical work of 
Benjamin (Bolz and van Reijen, 1991; Roberts, 1982). 

However, Weber was also ambiguous about the rational charac­
ter of capitalist modernization since the historical origins of capital­
ist instrumental reason in fact lay in the irrational quest for salvation 
in the melancholic theology of Calvin. Although Weber deeply 
admired the heroic saints of Protestantism (just as he admired the 
prophets of ancient Judaism), he also recognized that the bleak and 
frightening message of Calvin's soteriology had profoundly negative 
effects in terms of human psychological security. Calvin's attack on 
magical means of grace meant that the Calvinist believer could not 
depend on such intermediaries as priests, could not rely upon the 
institutional means of grace, which the Church made available 
through its collective rites and rituals, and could not rely upon 
institutionalized forms of Christian knowledge in order to achieve 
any inner certainty as to his or her salvation. The Calvinist believer 
was alone before God, and given this total uncertainty of salvation, 
the quest for certainty in Calvinist Protestantism could never be 
secured. Hence, the Calvinist quest for salvation was ultimately re­
directed within Calvinist practice and theory towards the more 
comforting view that those who were successful on earth (in 
business or the professions) could take this as a sign of their celestial 
security in the next world. It was on this basis that Weber, using an 
expression from Goethe, argued t�at there was an elective affinity 
between the Calvinistic spirit of asceticism and the capitalist drive 
for discipline, order and profit. WEhin Weber's reconstruction of 
the history of capitalism, therefore, the origIns of capitalist ration­
ality lay not in a rational world view, but, on the contrary, in the 
deeply irrati�l!.al� impulse of salvation within the terrifying theology 
oLG�lvin. In short, the roots of modem rationality lay in religious 
irrationality. 

1:.his theme of the irrational within the rational was derived by 
Weber from a reading ofttie philosophy of Nietzsche. The impact of 
Nietzsche's critical philosophy on contemporary social theory 
(Freud, Weber, Adorno, Foucault and Heidegger) has only in 
recent years been adequately recognized. For example, the 
Nietzschean influence on Weber was manifest at various levels of his 
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analysis of capitalism: in superficial terms, we can see it in his study 
of charisma, the religious origins of morality, the endless struggle 
over the will to power, the multiplicity of world views, and in what 
he called the polytheistic struggle between world systems. However, 
there are more interesting ways of viewing this relationship, 
particularly if we look at Nietzsche's account of the relationship 
between Apollo and Dionysus in his analysis of the historical impact 
of Greek civilization on Western societies. In Nietzsche's cultural 
critique, Apollo stands for order, law, form and rationality, while 
Dionysus represents-sexuality, > irrationality, energy and formless 
passion. Western history is a constant oscillation between these 
contradictory principles, but Nietzsche's argument was that it was 
only through the reconciliation of these two dimensions that 
personal and social health could be achieved. ThejQeJl t.h�t Apollo 
controls Oionysus became the basis of Sigmund Freud's theory of 
neurosis in which the demands of civilization require the ' sup­
pression and final destruction of the instinctual sexual drive. 
Nietzsche used this argument about sexuality to criticize the existing 
view of Greek culture which dominated the romanticized German 
appropriation of Greek drama. In his The Birth of Tragedy (first 
published in 1872) , Nietzsche argued that Hellenism was not based 
upon a rational culture which celebrated reason, the life of the mind 
and orderliness, but, on the contrary, had its historical origins in the 
rawer emotions and frenzied passions of the Dionysian cults. 
Although this view of Greek tragedy has often been challenged, for 
example by Benjamin in The Origin of German Tragic Drama, the 
thesis allowed Nietzsche to argue that behind many of the concepts 
of Western civilization, such as the soul, God, morality, culture and 
so forth, there lurked darker and more irrational forms of passion 
and desire. Thus, the morality of Christianity was really a psycho­
logical smoke-screen for the sense of envy and bitterness which 
characterizes a subordinate social group. In the work of Freud, this 
argument was redeployed in terms of the unconscious forces of 
sexuality which lie behind many of our moral systems. It was this 
view of the relationship between Dionysus and Apollo which 
formed the basis of Nietzsche's critique of the nihilism of modem 
societies, particularly the Prussian society which was the legacy of 
Bismarck. In Freud, this Nietzschean legacy led to the view that 
religion was a form of neurotic behaviour in which desire had been 
suppressed by the artificial outer cloak of civilized reason. 

This theme of desire versus reason in the works of Nietzsche, 
Weber and Freud can also be found in the Marxist sociology of 
writers like Adorno and Horkheimer, particularly in their famous 
analysis of the Dialectic of Enlightenment (1972) in which the 
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suppression of the life of the body by the mind was seen to be one 
source of the alienation of human beings in a rational capitalist 
system. One can argue therefore that the attempt by critical 
theorists such as Herbert Marcuse to develop a psychoanalysis of 
capitalism in order to supplement Marx's analysis of capitalist 
alienation had its origins in the work of Nietzsche and other 
romantic critics of capitalism, such as Lugwig Klages and Stefan 
George (Stauth and Turner, 1988). 

Male reason/female unreason 

If in these nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century debates 
there is an association between patriarchy and rationalization then 
there is clearly a problem about the relationship of women to the 
public realm of instrumental reason and political practice. It is clear 
that both orthodox Jewish and Christian theology developed a 
negative view of women. For example, in medieval theology, 
women were often regarded as monstrous because they were a 
second-order creation from Adam in the Garden of Eden. Within 
this patriarchal theology, it was Eve who brought about the 
seduction of Adam by listening to the (reasonable) arguments of the 
Serpent and it was Eve and the Serpent who brought knowledge 
into Paradise, thereby undermining the naive innocence of man­
kind. In early Christian theology, women were associated with sin, 
while the male characters of the Christian story were identified with 
virtue and grace . The essential weakness of human beings lies in the 
irrational vulnerability brought about by their sexuality. These 
themes were endlessly reproduced in the theology of St Paul and St 
Augustine, and in the Protestant theology of Luther, Calvin and 
Wesley. Women subvert the divine order of things by being 
creatures of their own sexuality and it was for these reasons that 
writers like Paul argued that marriage was a necessary evil, if men 
were to be protected from the endless pressures of human desire. 
There have been numerous counter-movements to such a bleak 
view of human sexuality and in Roman Catholicism Mariology 
attempted to produce a somewhat different view of women through 
the figure of the mother of Christ, whose virtue was eventually 
celebrated in the doctrine of the immaculate conception which 
simultaneously removed Christ and Mary from any taint of sexuality 
and sin (Warner, 1976) . The dominant view, however, has been that 
of Pauline theology, which regards human sexuality as the primary 
location of human frailty and sinfulness, and regards women as the 
weaker sex. 
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Criticism of capitalism in the nineteenth century often sided with 
a feminist perspective on reason and reality in order to oppose the 
essentially patriarchal nature of reason which underpinned the 
public sphere. For example, Mary Shelley's feminist critique of 
patriarchal views of instrumental reason in the novel Frankenstein 
(1818) clearly expressed the association between a Romantic rejec­
tion of urban capitalism and an emerging feminist analysis of 
patriarchal authority. The Gothic novel showed how an obsessive 
idea (such as scientific rationalism) could destroy a whole society. 
The Gothic was an allegory of revolution. 

A more pertinent example, from the point of view of my 
introductory argument, would be the work of Johann Jacob 
Bachofen (1815-87), whose writing promoted the idea of the 
matriarchal origin of civilization and was critical of nineteenth­
century views of culture and authority in Europe. Bachofen's 
analysis of Mutterrecht ('mother-right') was influential in the develop­
ment of German feminism, for example in the work of Max Weber's 
wife Marianne. In the theory of Mutterrecht, Bachofen developed a 
critique of Theodore Mommsen's History of Rome to the Death of 
Caesar, which had celebrated the Roman State in terms of law and 
power as the unifying aspect of ancient Italy. In Mommsen's study 
of Caesarism, Bachofen saw a celebration of the new Prussia in 
which masculine state power was triumphant. Against this political 
background, Bachofen developed a theory of matriarchal power 
based upon the creative ability of the female. It was this matriarchal 
principle which lay at the roots of religious culture and social life ; 
matriarchal society had elevated the erotic to become the spiritual 
culture of the ancient world. Although Bachofen recognized that 
this Mutterrecht principle had eventually been overthrown, he 
nevertheless saw in the feminine the foundation of human cultural 
refinement, as opposed to the masculine whose basis is political 
dominance through the State. In this matriarchal system he saw a 
nurturing of the community through an erotic bond over and against 
the irrational regulations of male society. Although Mutterrecht as a 
theory of the origins of social existence -has been thoroughly 
discarded, it played an important part in the feminist opposition to 
patriarchal institutions. 

Capitalism and the Other 

The point of this introductory commentary has been to raise a 
question about the rational origins of modernity, which I have 
associated necessarily with the development of an industrial urban 
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capitalist society . The reason for taking Weber's sociology of 
capitalism as a paradigm case is that his name is inevitably 
associated in social science with the debate about modernity and his 
analysis of the cultural origins of capitalism has become a central 
feature of contemporary analysis. Recent interpretations of Weber 
have drawn attention to the role of Nietzsche's critique of culture, 
the problematic nature of Protestant salvational teaching and the 
importance of desire in relation to an ethic of responsibility. Buci­
Glucksmann's book can be seen as yet a further probing of the 
irrational roots of modem society; in particular, she is concerned to 
explore the 'irrational' archaeology of modem aesthetics. Her 
argument is divided into three sections in which she considers the 
specific characteristics of the baroque, the poetry of Baudelaire and 
the writings of Benjamin. Throughout her analysis, she seeks to 
identify the key elements of the modem aesthetic through an 
inquiry into the nature of allegory, the baroque imagination and the 
nature of the feminine as a symbol of the Other. These inquiries are 
pursued through an examination of the importance of Paul Klee's 
Angelus Novus in the imagination and writing of Benjamin, in 
which the Angel stands for and is estrangement. In the second 
section of her thesis, she considers the female as an allegory of 
modernity via the poetry of Baudelaire. The book concludes with a 
discussion of baroque reason in the alternative aesthetic of the 
figure of Salome. Baroque reason is thus a challenge to reason, the 
subject, linear time, Apollonian organization, regularized space and 
positivist science. Baroque reason is essentially a 'theatricization of 
existence' which mobilizes the notions of ambivalence and differ­
ence to provide what Buci-Glucksmann calls the 'Reason of the 
Other' which permits us to see the modem world from within. 

Buci-Glucksmann's argument is radical and, from the point of 
view of conventional historiography, somewhat perverse. It is 
indeed odd to suggest that the baroque might provide us with an 
archaeology of the modem from within, since surely baroque 
culture, as the culture of the crisis of seventeenth-century absolut­
ism, was diametrically opposed to the forces of liberalism and 
Protestantism which writers like Weber, Mannheim and Parsons 
have identified with the origins of modem society, modem ideol­
ogies and industrial capitalism. Protestant religion, liberal politics 
and the culture of the seventeenth-century merchants were counter­
posed to the centralizing politics of absolutism, with its attachment 
to the Counter-Reformation and its identification with baroque 
cultural themes. Whereas liberal Protestantism was identified 
through the works of Hobbes, Spinoza and Locke with the idea of 
individual rights, the social contract and the responsibility of 
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parliamentary government, absolutism championed the rights of 
divine kings to rule absolutely and arbitrarily. The culture of the 
ba!��_was a_Cl,dture of spectacle_ which sought to !D0bilize the 
human sen!!eli to bring about . a commitment of the masses to 
absolute monarchies (Maravall, · 1986) . Baroque culture was a 
conservative culture which manipulated the masses through fantas­
tic images, colour and elaborate music. 'Baroque palaces, gardens, 
theatres and allees constituted extended spaces for the processions 
and receptions of courtly, aristocratic society; they served the self­
display of sovereign authority as its symbols and decorations' 
(Vierhaus, 1988: 65). The baroque culture of the seventeenth 
century has been regarded as a culture industry which produced an 
artificial public arena by combining elements of high and low 
culture . Baroque culture was based upon 'reiteration, sentimental­
ism, easy passions that valorize the self, sub-ordination to a recipe 
book of known solutions and literary poverty' (Maravall ,  1986: 90). 
It has been claimed that baroque works even of the highest quality, 
such as Bernini's Santa Teresa or Poussin's Pastoral, were in fact 
touched by elements of popular kitsch. The baroque music of 
Monteverdi was a form of musical alchemy which produced gold. 
1'he _ _  pril11a..ry images of the baroque were in fact the ruin, the 
lal:>yrintll and the library; all of these phenomena are based upon 
deception, complexity and artificiality. A fascination with ruins was 
an important feature of the baroque sense of the artificiality and the 
con:·tructive nature of social reality, but it also expressed the deep 
sens� of melancholy, spleen and anxiety of the period (Turner, 
1992b) . Robert Burton's The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) is 
also fundamental to the baroque imagination, since melancholy, 
allegory and ruin all suggested a mentality of decadence and 
corruption, for which the medical interventions of Burton and 
others were seen to be a cure. Thus, the profound sense of social 
change and decadence which surrounded the political culture of the 
baroque found its expression in a set of images and themes which 
expressed a deep sense of alienation from society, self and nature. 
The melancholy personality contemplating ruin and death was one 
of the dominant topics of baroque literature and art. 

The fact the baroque culture dwelt upon the image of Saturn, the 
ruin, the academic library and the labyrinth was a consequence of 
the pervasive sense of political catastrophe, the collapse of tradition 
and the emergence of an uncertain and destructive present. In 
classical drama, the chorus was composed of the strophe and the 
anti-strephe, the catastrophe being the climax of a dramatic narra­
tive which brings about a profound reorganization or destruction of 
the characters of the main sequence. Catastrophe, risk and hazard 
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were concepts which have a profound relationship to the origins of 
absolutism and capitalism. The idea of risk in economic terms grew 
out of early trading problems, particularly those concerned with 
long-distance trade and exchange. It is therefore not surprising that 
reflection upon catastrophe should constitute such a significant 
element of the baroque. The philosophy of Gottfried Leibniz (1646-
1716) has often been closely associated with the development of the 
baroque in this respect and is interesting for two reasons. First, in 
his Monadology (1714) he argued that the world is made up of 
irreducible monads which perfectly express al1 other monads, and 
exist in complete harmony with each other. This work was an 
attempt to lead us out of what he cal1ed the 'two famous labyrinths' 
in which our reason is often trapped, namely the questions of liberty 
and necessity. Secondly, Leibniz, in his celebrated Theodicy (1710), 
elaborated the doctrine that we live in the best of al1 possible 
worlds. A theodicy is any system of thought which attempts to 
reconcile God's goodness with the existence of evil in the world. 
Liebniz's doctrine of the nature of monads and his view of theodicy 
have often been received by other philosophers as a cynical 
justification of absolutism and arbitrary government. Leibniz's 
manuscript on theodicy was orginal1y conceived as a consequence of 
conversations with Queen Sophia Charlotte of Prussia, who had on 
various occasions induced him to write professional philosophical 
essays. Leibniz's doctrine of the best of al1 possible worlds can be 
seen as philosophical legitimization of centralized absolute power 
under the cloak of a theodicy of evil , but it also expressed a baroque 
view of the universe as a perfect labyrinth of 'windowless monads'. 

What, one might ask, does this discussion about absolutism, 
baroque culture and theodicy have to do with modern society or 
modern culture? The answer to this question is probably best 
\(x;ated in Buci-Glucksmann's noti09 of the theatricization of social 
reality. Just as baroque culture created the spectacle as a means of 
suborning mass populations in order to induce them into conformity 
through pleasure, so the modern world of consumerism can also be 
seen as a spectacle. The idea that the modern world is based upon 
spectacle and that the masses are seduced by the spectacular nature 
of modern popular culture was developed by a group of social 
theorists in France in the 1950s and 1960s. Known as the Situationist 
International they expounded in their journal InternatlOnaTe Situ­
at;oniste. The Situationists employed a Marxist paradigm of capital­
ism but combined this with avant-garde artistic ideas from both 
Dada and Surrealism (Plant, 1992) . In 1977, one of the leading 
theorists, Guy Debord, published The Society of the Spectacle 
(1977), which provided a general theory of the role of spectacle in 
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contemporary society. Unlike the Marxists within the working-class 
movement in France, the Situationists believed that capitalism was 
faced with an imminent collapse through violent revolutionary 
struggle. The Situationists' view of capitalism seemed implausible at 
the time, but with the student revolt of 1968 their ideas gained 
greater acceptance in France and elsewhere and many of their 
followers, such as Jean Baudrillard and Jean-Fran<;ois Lyotard, 
subsequently became closely associated with the postmodern move­
ment. 

Debord argued that modern capitalism was based upon a large, 
alienated, mass working class which was kept subordinated to the 
hegemony of capitalism through the manipulation of pleasure by 
television, cinema and spectacle . In particular, leisure, tourism and 
consumption provided a series of seductive images of power which 
undermined the possibility of conventional political struggle. The 
pleasures of modern consumption perfectly complemented the 
passive, contemplative characteristics of modern urban life in which 
working-class boredom, ennui and apathy were dominant. Mass 
pleasure, mass consumption and the endless reproduction of life­
style functioned as a modern form of religious illusion and the 
fetishism of commodities was precisely the modern religion of the 
masses in which a new sacred aura surrounded everyday commodi­
ties. The culture industry of modern society is thus a new version of 
the culture industry of the baroque in which absolutism in govern­
ment and the superficialities of everyday consumption are perfectly 
combined to produce a passive mass audience. 

In contemporary sociology, these ideas have been further 
developed by Baudrillard in various analyses of the role of con­
sumption and the masses. For example, in his In the Shadow of the 
Silent Majorities (1983) Baudrillard has argued that capitalism is 
impervious to political change and philosophical critique, since the 
mass acts as a black hole which absorbs and destroys all the attacks 
directed at it. The creation of the mass by modern technologies of 
communication means that modern society is a kaleidoscope of 
whirling symbols and values, a simulated world of signs which are 
divorced from, and no longer connected with, any sense of social 
reality. Baudrillard has put this form of analysis to brilliant effect in 
America (1988), in which he suggests that America, as the leading 
edge of hyperreality, transforms the social universe into a system of 
simulated cultures. Even political reality can no longer be dis­
tinguished from TV reality, since the masses consume news reports 
of political violence, street warfare and gangsterism in the same way 
as they consume fictions and fantasies about simulated violence. 

Many of these arguments in contemporary postmodernism, Situ-
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ationist theory and avant-garde social analysis depend heavily on 
the image of the city as the fulcrum of modern social change. The 
baroque city provided the image of the endless labyrinth within 
which the new masses could hide and threaten authority through 
their very proximity. Throughout the nineteenth century, the 
development of the city, particularly Paris and Berlin, provided 
many of the themes, images and metaphors of social change and in 
the twentieth century the image of the urban masses rising against 
authority has been a consistent theme of social inquiry. The 
organization of the metropolis and the artificial character of urban 
culture provided an important topic for much of classical sociology, 
particularly in the writing of Simmel on the mentality of metro­
politan existence. Moreover, the theme of fantasy and city life plays 
in important part in Buci-Glucksmann's account of modern 
aesthetics which she develops from the writings of Baudelaire and 
Benjamin. 

Paris, capital of the nineteenth century 

The nature of imagination, fantasy and desire in relation to modern 
systems of consumption plays an important part in Baudelaire's 
poetry and Benjamin's analysis of modern society. Buci­
Glucksmann's reflections on these themes in Baudelaire and Ben­
jamin depend significantly upon the role of the city in the formation 
of modern aesthetic appreciation. Clearly the question of the city, 
especially Berlin and Paris, constantly engaged Benjamin's world 
view and dominated much of his writing and analysis. In the 
hauntingly evocative A Berlin Chronicle (1986) Benjamin wonder­
fully captures the beauty and danger of Berlin from his own 
childhood. In addition his incomplete project on Paris which he 
b�gan during his association with tche Institute for Social Research 
was an examination of the development of arcades and new 
shopping districts in the city. These studies have been published as 
Das Passagen-Werk (Benjamin, 1982-3). There are in addition a 
number of important essays on Moscow, Marseilles and Naples 
which have been collected together in Reflections (Benjamin, 1986) . 
Finally, Benjamin's volume on Charles Baudelaire (1983) was also a 
study of the problem of lyric poetry in the context of Paris, which he 
regarded as the capital of nineteenth-century Europe. Benjamin, 
like many sociologists in the period 1890-1920, was fascinated by 
the new forms of existence made possible by large capital cities such 
as London, New York, Paris and Berlin . The city provided 
sociologists with a natural urban experiment within which social 
observers could study crime and delinquency, the differentiation of 
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social institutions, the problems of bureaucracy in large, compli­
cated, urban environments , and the problems of social control , 
disease and affluence in a rapidly changing social environment. 

The major social theories of this classical age of sociology were all 
concerned in one way or another with the new problems generated 
by the mass society of large cities. This observation is as true of 
Simmel as it is of Marx, Durkheim, Weber and Mannheim. While 
Benjamin falls within this group of commentators on urban civiliz­
ation, he was primarily concerned with the cultural forms of urban 
life and its manifestation within an underworld of social existence to 
which writers like Baudelaire had turned their attention. It was this 
underworld of the large city which captured Benjamin's imagination 
just as it had captured T.S. Eliot's in The Waste Land. In particular, 
Benjamin, in his analysis of Baudelaire's poetry, focuses on two 
figures which are seen to be essential to the urban landscape, 
namely the bohemian and the flaneur. 

Benjamin's analysis of Baudelaire starts with a commentary on 
the boheme. Bejamin notes that the boheme had appeared in the 
writings of Marx on capitalism as part of the development of 
proletarian political consciousness, especially in conspiracies against 
governments. Hence, Benjamin sees Baudelaire's poetry as part of 
what he calls a 'metaphysic of the provocateur'. The bohemian was 
part of the cafe society of Paris, a social world in which the cocktail 
hour was the centrepiece for the distribution of political gossip and 
literary analysis. Alongside the boheme, Baudelaire and Benjamin 
were both fascinated by the figure of the flaneur, a creation of the 
new industry of luxury and consumption, at home strolling around 
the fa"ades and arcades. The new capitalism promoted the 
hegemony of the eye over the ear, providing fresh vehicles for 
gazing and consuming - gas-lighting, trams, walkways, railroads, 
buses , arcades and shopping empires - the natural habitus of the 
flaneur (Buck-Morss, 1989). This new actor epitomizes the detached, 
nihilistic observer of society, a mere strolling figure, the externally 
observing eye, gazing at the novel luxuries and consumption items 
of a modern capital ; and the phenomenon of 'ftaneurism' can be 
regarded as an essential feature of modern alienation, indicating as 
it does our estrangement from the social in a world of commodity 
fetishism. 

Within this social world, Benjamin was also fascinated by the 
growth of the detective story, a form of literary creation which he 
felt perfectly matched the anonymous obliteration of individual 
differences within the large city crowd. The detective story was 
parallel to the culture of the flaneur since the detective is an 
individual whose observations of humanity within the new urban 
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spaces of the capital are an essential basis for this trade. These new 
forms of crime were the incentive for innovative developments in 
social control including finger-printing, the photography of crimi­
nals, the new sciences of criminology and penology. Mass society 
gave protection to the criminal, requiring the detective to be a 
furtive, seeking, gazing individual depending on creative technology 
for detection and control . Within this context, it was the crowd that 
became the subject of Baudelaire's lyric poetry. Hence, the modem 
city produced a new scenario of social actors: the flaneur, the 
boheme, the detective, the policeman, the crowd and indeed the 
sociologist. (For many writers, Simmel was the sociological ftiineur 
of Berlin [Frisby, 1992] .)  

Walter Benjamin and political theology 

Benjamin has been clearly associated with the Institute for Social 
Research, commonly called the Frankfurt School, in the main­
stream literature on twentieth-century Marxism. The Frankfurt 
School which flourished in Germany in the 1920s can be seen as an 
attempt by Marxist theory to come to terms with major changes in 
capitalism as a consequence of the transformation of Western 
societies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 
particular, the Frankfurt School theorists attempted to draw upon 
psychoanalysis in order to provide Marxism with a better under­
standing of the dynamic relationship between the self and society, 
but they also drew upon Weberian and neo-Kantian sociology to 
develop a more sophisticated epistemology to deal with the problem 
of meaning and understanding in the interpretation of social action. 
The School also took up new areas of research which had been 
somewhat neglected by classical Marxism, and in particular through 
Adorno and Benjamin it addressed the question of art and culture 
in capitalism. Adorno and Benjamin are considered the principal 
source of aesthetic theory in Marxism. The Frankfurt School, 
through the work of writers like Marcuse, began to examine 
alternative sources of rebellion and revolution in late capitalism, 
particularly by studying the social role of such groups as students, 
women and blacks. Unlike classical Marxists, the critical theorists 
had to confront the growing dangers of fascism and racism in 
Germany which, since they were virtually all Jewish by cultural and 
ethnic background, affected them as individuals. While the critical 
theorists were a product of Jewish intellectual culture in Germany, 
their Jewish background has often been understated in the conven­
tional histories of the Institute for Social Research. One major 
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feature of Buci-Glucksmann's analysis of contemporary theory and 
the work of Benjamin is to bring to our attention the theological 
roots of Benjamin's work in Jewish religious tradition. This 
aspect of Benjamin's intellectual career has been much debated 
(Niethammer, 1992) , but Buci-Glucksmann's analysis of the politi­
cal theology of his work has both depth and sympathy, rarely 
achieved by many existing interpretations. 

Benjamin is seen as a member of the Institute for Social Research 
by the major historian of the Frankfurt School , namely Martin Jay 
in his deservedly famous The Dialectical Imagination (1973) . In 
addition, Marshall Berman in All That Is Solid Melts into Air 
perceives Benjamin, with regard to the temptations of the modern 
city, as a writer caught between a fascination with the superficial 
attractions of urban life and his socialist conscience which suggests 
that the modern world is 'decadent, hollow, vicious, spiritually 
empty, oppressive to the proletariat, condemned by history' (1982: 
146) . The alternative interpretation of Benjamin is that he was 
caught between his Jewish consciousness and a secular Marxist one, 
that is, it is possible to see Benjamin's implicit critique of capitalist 
cultural superficiality as a product not so much of Marxism as 
of traditional Jewish thought. This alternative interpretation of 
Benjamin depends heavily upon evidence presented by one of 
Benjamin's closest friends, namely Gershom Scholem in Walter 
Benjamin: The Story of a Friendship (1981). Scholem repeatedly 
shows that Benjamin was primarily influenced by Jewish theology, 
but in particular by kabbalistic mysticism. Benjamin's critique of 
capitalism was in this framework driven by a religious hostility to 
the world of money and secular power and not by a secular social 
science such as sociology or Marxism. In a similar vein, Perry 
Anderson in his Considerations on Western Marxism (1976) argued 
that writers like Benjamin, Adorno and Marcuse were far removed 
from the original concerns of classical Marxism, because they had 
for various reasons become divorced from working-class struggle. In 
particular, Anderson argued that the 'Frankfurt School's constant 
perception of history was best expressed by Benjamin in a language 
that would have been virtually incomprehensible to Marx or Engels' 
(1976: 89-90) . It is difficult to place Benjamin in any convenient or 
simple category. Jiirgen Habermas (1987: 9-16), for example, 
regarded 'now-time' (Jetztzeit) in Benjamin's work as a manifes­
tation of Jewish mysticism and messianic theories of history. 
Benjamin's 'Theses on the Philosophy of History' (1973) were a 
reflection on the radicalization of time-consciousness in modernity. 

We can therefore attempt to analysis Benjamin's writing as a 
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theological discourse of modem times and it was this set of 
theological premises that provided the framework through which 
Benjamin interpreted Marx's theories of history and social justice. 
Historical materialism was reinterpreted through the paradigm of 
messianism. Many of Benjamin's later works certainly reveal this 
incrl!�siI!g �o_ncern with theological inquiry, such as th� �cri!iq\1e of 
violence' and his 'Theologico-Political Fragments' (1986). Ben­
jamin's thoughts about history in the context of the growing shadow 
of fascism in Germany increasingly assumed the messianic language 
of mystical Judaism in which the unfolding of history is necessarily 
tied to the unfolding of the divine plan. Many of the images and 
metaphors which Benjamin used are well known to the Jewish 
tradition, and this is particularly evident in the debate about 
angelology. Buci-Glucksmann's concentration on the Angelus 
Novus in her study of Benjamin highlights this Jewish legacy. The 
allegory of the Angel of history and Angel of revenge played an 
important part in Benjamin's imagination and the strength of Buci­
Glucksmann's interpretation of Benjamin depends heavily on her 
perception of this allegorical figure in his work. 

Benjamin's theological views were often seen to be an embarrass­
ment to the Institute for Social Research. Thus, Scholem comments 
that 

it became very plain to me in Paris that Benjamin's relations to his fellow 
Marxists were marked by something like constant embarrassment, which 
of course was connected with his attachment to theological categories. 
This was true of Brecht as much as it was to the circle around the 
Institute. Benjamin's painstaking alertness and his emphasis on the 
identity of views could not conceal the fact that something had to be 
excluded. Brecht was visibly disturbed by the theological element in 
Benjamin. 

Adorno himself had no real theological interests, but he noted that it 
. had a central significance for Benjafnin . (1981 : 206) 

Benjamin was in fact much influenced via Scholem by the work of 
Franz Rosenzweig who published The Star of Redemption in 1921.  
Rosenzweig was an important figure in the Judische Lehrhaus, 
which was in close contact with members of the Institute (Lowenthal, 
1987: 219). It was during this time that Benjamin bought Paul Klee's 
water-colour called the Angelus Novus for around 1000 marks. 
Klee's painting hung in Scholem's Munich apartment where Ben­
jamin stayed during his period at Munich. Scholem told Benjamin 
about the importance of the Talmud and the mystical writers of 
Judaism concerning the hymn of angels, and clearly this commen­
tary on the role of angels in mystical Judaism had an important 
impact on the latter's thought. The significance of the painting of 
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the Angel is fully explored by Buci-Glucksmann, who locates it 
within the problem of allegory, which is of central interest to 
Benjamin. Buci-Glucksmann's commentary on the importance of 
the kabbalah, allegory and the Angelus Novus does not require 
further elaboration here. However, it is important to note the fact 
that the theme of messianic deliverance was of acute importance to 
the Jewish community of Europe in the period leading up to the 
national socialist take-over of Germany and the subsequent horror 
of the Holocaust. Of course, the Jewish community of Europe had 
been the victim of many onslaughts from the Middle Ages to the 
early twentieth century, but the horrors of fascism within Germany 
were particularly acute . 

A variety of Marxist and other social theorists turned to the 
theme of religious hope and messianic movements in this period. In 
the late 1920s Mannheim published his famous essays Ideology and 
Utopia (1991) in which he claimed that, without a utopian vision of 
the future, humanity could not survive, and that indeed what 
defined the human spirit was this capacity for utopian hope against 
all possible odds. Mannheim was particularly concerned with the 
Anabaptist movements, but he was also profoundly conscious of the 
legacy of prophetic Judaism and the theme of messianic hope within 
the Jewish community. Without the collective mythology of the idea 
of the end of history and the return of justice, the collective identity 
of marginal groups such as the Jews could not be sustained. Against 
the disillusionment which these authors felt for their times, the 
theme of hope and messianic return was an important motif in their 
analysis. For example, Ernst Bloch (1885-1977) , who was not only 
a victim of fascism but also became severely disillusioned with the 
communist regimes of the twentieth century, developed the theme 
of the principle of hope as an essential characteristic of human 
history; indeed this theme provided the title of his major work 
(1986) . Bloch, rather like Mannheim, saw in the revolutionary 
theories of Thomas Miintzer and the development of seventeenth­
century Anabaptists an anticipation of the B<;>lshevik Revolution. 

Conclusion: the feminization of the divine 

The problem of patriarchal authority and repressive culture has 
been central to nineteenth- and twentieth-century social theory. 
The absolutist patriarchal tradition of the seventeenth century had 
been challenged by liberal theory from Hobbes and Locke through 
to the nineteenth-century liberal theorists such as T.H. Green and 
J.S.  Mill. However, the problem of patriarchal structures and 
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authority has remained as the social underpinning of capitalist and 
industrial relations. In this Introduction and throughout Buci­
Glucksmann's analysis of the aesthetics of modernity, the feminine 
arises consistently as a challenge to existing social theory and 
practice when the male principle dominates to the exclusion of the 
female principle . For example, Mill's rational utilitarian view of 
society was undermined by his own emotional and psychological 
breakdown, for which the therapy was located in art and the 
company of women (Lepenies, 1988) . Nietzsche's overtly rugged 
and masculine evaluation of moral failure in the nineteenth century 
in fact disguised a fundamental problem about the status of women 
in society, the feminine and social theory. His personal life was 
punctuated by endless frustrations, failure and unhappiness in terms 
of his relationship to women, and he experienced frequent illness 
and feelings of isolation and depression for which there was no 
obvious cure or remedy. Weber's marriage was unfulfilled and he 
constantly suffered in the 1890s from mental depression and from a 
sense of being overwhelmed by devils. Benjamin was distressed by 
the major problems of European civilization in relation to Judaism, 
but also his relationship with women was relatively painful and 
problematic. Therefore, the Freudian problems of the libido and 
the Ego, that is, the relation between nature and culture, have 
remained persistent themes in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
consciousness and their impact on social theory, while recognized, 
has probably been underrated. The representation of the female as 
the Other has been a significant feature of modem social theory and 
was not originated by Buci-Glucksmann;  however, she picks up this 
theme brilliantly in the final sections of her overview of the 
aesthetics of modernity in which otherness, Jewishness and femi­
ninity come into focus. 

. ,We have already noted the influence of the theory of Mutte"echt 
on social theory from the works of Bachofen, but the dominant 
theme of Judaeo-Christian culture has been that of the supremacy 
of the male and subordination of the female. The feminization of 
opposition and the idea of the feminine Other are inevitably a 
feature of opposition to this patriarchal, hegemonic culture which 
has shaped the contours of social theory for the last three or four 
centuries. Buci-Glucksmann correctly notes the constant inter­
relationship and interweaving of the themes of Jewish opposition, 
the female Other, bisexuality and the danger of sexual deviation 
from the perspective of an ethic of world mastery, asceticism and 
domination. From the point of view of an English reader approach­
ing either Benjamin or Buci-Glucksmann,  the linguistic relationship 
between power, violence and masculinity is obscured by the nature 
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of the English language. In the German, Herrschaft is derived from 
Herr, meaning master or lord, and Herrschaft means domination, 
sovereignty, rulership or power. Herrlich stands for magnificent or 
delightful , whereas the female is associated with the stupid or 
ineffectual. In German, therefore, the male gender is interlinked 
with the ideas of dominion, rulership, power and beauty, whereas 
the female gender is associated with weakness and stupidity. In his 
reflections on Benjamin's essay on the 'Critique of Violence' (1986) , 
Jacques Derrida (1991) has commented in a similar fashion on the 
word for violence in German, namely the concept of Gewalt, which 
means force, power and might, but is also associated with the 
concept of valuation, the sacred, and has connotations of strength, 
might and immensity. Many of these attributes can be traced back 
to the Judaeo-Christian tradition in which God is simultaneously the 
male, the almighty and the source of all values, but also the origin of 
violence, retribution and jealousy (against other gods and powers). 
Benjamin and Buci-Glucksmann can interweave these themes of 
power and violence with terror, the abnormal and the unearthly. 
Again in many respects the German is of more use to us than the 
English. Unheimlich, literally the 'unhomely', conveys the sense of 
the uncanny, the weird and the sinister. Human life, from the 
perspective of Benjamin and social theology, is alienated, that is, 
characterized by a strangeness and the sense that human beings are 
in an unfriendly environment. However, the notion of being 
alienated and unhomely is also associated with the weird, uncanny 
and the strange. Here again we are taken back to Benjamin's 
fascination with the Angel , which in French has a double meaning: 
As Buci-Glucksmann notes in her discussion of the Angel as 
allegory, one can play upon the meaning of the uncanny (l'etrange) 
and the angelic (l'etre-ange). The bisexual character of the Angel is 
also a feature of its weirdness: the Angel of revenge, the Angel 
of history, and the Angel of destruction combine the male and 
the female principle uncannily into a unified presence. In Judaeo­
Christian monotheism, angels occupied an ambiguous place in the 
divine plan ; in fact they were given substance primarily within an 
ecclesiastical context, namely within the hierarchy of the Church. 
This had important implications for the artistic representation of 
angels where writers like Milton in Paradise Lost cast them in the 
role of intermediaries, as Schelling (1989) noted in his Philosophy of 
Art of 1859. 

These reflections suggest that the origins of the modern and 
modernism may be derived less from the male principles of 
universalism, rationality and coherence than from the uncanny, 
weird principles of otherness, contradiction, ambivalence and cat as-
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trophe which can be expressed only through the literary methods 
and devices of allegory, pastiche, parody, irony, and ambivalence. 
These literary devices, according to Buci-Glucksmann's interpre­
tation of Benjamin and Baudelaire, are derived archaeologically 
from the themes of allegory and parody in the baroque period in 
which the strange metaphors of the library, the labyrinth and the 
ruin were central themes. From the point of view of writers like 
Benjamin, Simmel and Adorno, the fact that the rationalist systems 
of capitalism found their ultimate expression in the Holocaust, in 
the terrors of fascism and in the absolutist systems of communism, 
came as no surprise . From the point of view of an alternative history 
of capitalism it is the irrational violence of passions and the 
destructive energies of human sexuality which are important and 
not the rational systems of bureaucracy and organization. This 
perversity of human rationalism is probably best captured by the 
ambivalent figures of Benjamin's Angel and Baudelaire's prostitute, 
by the fliineur and the bohemian, rather than the penny-pinching, 
rationally organized, capitalist entrepreneur. The sources of capital­
ist rationality and modernity are in literary terms probably better 
expressed by the decaying and decadent world of Thomas Mann in 
Death in Venice, Doctor Faustus and Buddenbrooks rather than 
through the rational world of the Protestant ethic (Goldman, 1992) . 
The ascetic spirit of modernity in this scenario is the product of evil, 
demonic forces operating on the souls of men and women. Ben­
jamin's importance therefore lies with his presentation of not a 
sociology, but a theology of modernity. 
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BAROQ U E  REASO N  

The Aesthet ics of Mode rn ity 

I kneaded mud and made of it gold. To glorify the cult of images 
(my great, my only, my original passion). 

Nothing for me is disenchanting. 
The world has cast a spell on me. 

Baudelaire 

Quevedo 
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Imagine a city with several entrances, a labyrinthine proliferation 
of squares, crossroads, thoroughfares and side streets, a kind of 
multibody of the past and memory. In short a baroque town: Rome, 
Vienna, perhaps Mexico City. Here a flaneur is eagerly seeking out 
the new and the strange scale-games played with reality and 
unreality. In this theatre the traveller with no homeland and no 
source of rest meets a venerable old man. 'Who are you?' he asks. 'I 
am disillusion' (Yo soy el desengano) comes the reply. The man 
takes him on a tour of this phantasmal city with a thousand faces. 
They come to a main street, nameless and without end, inhabited by 
a thousand figures: the Street of Hypocrisy. And there they find a 
beautiful woman who leaves hearts filled with sighing and desire, a 
gentle face of snow and roses wrapped in her own aura - the very 
object of love. The master of disillusion then reveals all: her teeth 
have been artifically whitened, her hair dyed, her face skilfully 
made up, and behind the appearances age and death are doing their 
work. Everywhere in this street of the mighty and beautiful, the 
world is upside down. Madame Fashion and Madame Death are on 
the prowl. It must be turned the right side up again : to baffle all the 
frontiers of the real and unreal , belief and knowledge, world and 
theatre; to see the world from within . 

Such is the great allegory that Quevedo deploys in one of his 
Suenos: El mundo por de dentro ('The World from Within') . 1 Such 
too might be the thoroughly Baudelairean city-allegory, woman­
allegory of this book on baroque reason. Several entrances, several 
facets, several layers of writing:2 but always the same stage, the 
same voyage of modernity in its paradoxes and ambivalences. Our 
voyage is mainly devoted to the work of Walter Benjamin, which 
continually refers us elsewhere: to the nineteenth century of Baude­
laire and Salome, to the great crisis cultures of Musil, Weininger or 
Klee, to that baroque region, particularly evident in Barthes or · 
Lacan, which has never ceased to haunt our present age. For 
baroque reason, with its theatricization of e�istence and its logic of 
ambivalence, is not merely another reason within modernity. 
Above all it is the Reason of the Other, of its overbrimming excess. 
With its help we may perhaps try to see the world por de dentro. 

Notes 

1 .  For an English translation, by Wallace Woolsey, see Dreams, New York: 
Barron's Educational Series 1976. 

2 A first version of Part One appeared as 'Une arcMologie du modeme: Angelus 
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Novus' in L'Ecrit du temps, 2, 1982; and of Chapter 8 as 'Feminite et Judaite' ,  in 
the special issue 'Questions de judaisme' of L'Ecrit du temps, S,  1983. Some of 
the material concerning the relationship between Baudelaire and Benjamin was 
first presented at a seminar held in February-June 1984 at the College Inter­
national de Philosophie: Archeofogie de fa modernite: De Baudelaire a Benjamin. 



PART O N E  

AN ARCHAEO LOGY O F  
MO DERN ITY 

Angel u s  N ovu s 

The considerate kindness of the Angel mollified me in no little 
measure; and, aided by the water with which he diluted my port 
more than once, I at length regained sufficient temper to listen to 
his very extraordinary discourse. I cannot pretend to recount all 
that he told me, but I gleaned from what he said that he was the 
genius who presided over the contretemps of mankind, and whose 
business it was to bring about the odd accidents which are 
continually astonishing the sceptic. 

Edgar Allen Poe, 'The Angel of the Odd' 

Who, if I cried, would hear me among the angelic 
orders? And even if one of them suddenly 
pressed me against his heart, I should fade in the strength of his 
stronger existence. For Beauty's nothing 
but beginning of Terror . . .  
Every angel is te"ible [schrecklich). 

Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies 

A Klee painting named 'Angelus Novus' shows an angel looking 
as though he is about to move away from something he is fixedly 
contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings 
are spread. This is how one pictures the anger of history. His face 
is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, 
he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon 
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to 
stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. 
But a storm is blowing from Paradise ; it has got caught in his 
wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. 
This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his 
back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows 
skyward. This storm is what we call progress. 

Walter Benjamin, 'Theses on the Philosophy of History' 
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Within literary modernity the allegorical figure of the Angel 
describes strange networks which all have to do with that 'some­
thing' terrible, frightening and bizarre, that fundamental contre­
temps where humanity meets its own destruction 'by chance' (Poe), 
where history as the storm of progress becomes 'one single catas­
trophe' (Benjamin) , where beauty is so terrible that it kills (Rilke) . 
These, we might say, are the motifs of our juxtaposition of texts in 
which Freud's ana!ys!!i. Qf'!�J.lnfanny' (das Unheimliche) reverber­
ates again and again. 1  On a close rereading of Freud's article, one 
cannot fail to be struck by a peculiar censorship or asymmetry. The 
uncanny, with its well-known ambivalence of the 'familiar and 
terrifying' , of the 'repressed which manifests itself anew' , certainly 
appears in a constitutive relationship to seeing - to the double, to 
death, to all the processes of ego-duplication that are present in 
concentrated form in literature, telepathy or animism. And yet, the 
uncanny is never glimpsed in anything other than demonological 
terms. Djs.m.emberedJimhs,. s�v�r�<:l _heads, gouged eyes� people 
buri�<lJIJiye� a!limated puppets: all these phantasms and fabrica­
tIons should, in Freud;s view, be traced back to a primal terror, to 
that forbidden, limitless and truly dizzying abyss which is the 
IllQ1her's. WQmt>lgenitals. 

To be sure, in relation to the Father and castration anxiety, the 
uncanny is thoroughly enmeshed in violence. But there is never any 
question of that other violence, more female than paternal, more 
androgynous than phallic, more seraphic than Luciferian: the 
violence of the Angel . Not, that is, unless we follow Lacan's 
suggestion of 'another side' to se"llaLple��uIe_[jauWancel, a more 
f�1!lale side in whi.ch th.�uncanny [Ntrange] merges vvith the angelic 
[l'etre-angel . 'On the other hand, can something be grasped which 
would tell us how what has hitherto been only a yawning fault in 
jouissance could become real? . . .  Curiously enough, this can be 
suggested only by very uncanny sightings. Etrange is a word that can 
be broken down into l'etre-ange. ' 2  

}'his other s�E�.>-.!�i�})e�uty_(;()m!ngJ!9.l1)_!he�b-'y�s .�hich, strictly 
speaking, cannot be represented except through the excess of the 
twofold metaphor of femininity and theology, never ceased to haunt 
Walter Benjamin. The theme - and the allegory of the Angel -
actually constituted his personal cipher after he had acquired Klee's 
famous picture Angelus Novus. It shaped all his thinking on the 
philosophy of the avant-garde and modernity (Baudelaire , Kafka, 

. Klee . . .  ) ,  in a world without aura doomed to generalization of the 
commodity form and endless reproducibility of artworks. And 
finally it marked the 'Theses on the Philosophy of History' that he 
composed at the end of his life . This allegory organized the most 
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private circulation of his obsessions, where Baudelaire's satanic 
language links together sexuality and feminine archetypes, a rather 
androgynous seraphic element and the element of fetishism. 'Impo­
tence is the basis of the calvary trodden by male sexuality. Historical 
index of such impotence. From this impotence comes also his 
attachment to the seraphic image of woman as his fetish. ,3 

In the major text on the Angel that Benjamin wrote in a semi­
delirious state in Ibiza in 1933, he stated: 'The angel, however, 
resembles all from which I have had to part: persons and above all 
things. '4 And at a more conceptual level , the 'Angel of history' 
melancholically shatters the temporal continuum (social-democratic 
faith in progress) , replacing it with a catastrophist, messianic 
instance that will release the future buried in the past and build it 
with the present. Here the political and epistemological overturning 
of the victors' historicism culminates in a new concept of the present 
- the Jetztzeit or 'now-time' of genuine actuality. To the empty 
linear time of the cumulative succession of events, Benjamin 
opposes the necessity of a temporal break, an interruption in time 
disclosed by the imaginaries of history. Jetztzeit is an intensive, 
qualitative time which becomes visible in 'states of emergency' ,  the 
moments when 'culture engenders barbarism' and the infinitely 
repressed memory of 'those without a name' (Namenlosen) finally 
reappropriates a history dominated by the historicism of the rulers. 5 

In the interpretation of these theses, an antinomy is usually drawn 
up between the Marxist Benjamin, friend of Brecht and anti-fascist 
militant, and the Jewish-messianic Benjamin. However, the meta­
phor of the Angel - its repeated and ever reinvested scene - roots 
the text in a border zone beyond and beneath the human. This places 
Benjamin close to Kafka, of whom he says: 'The legitimate mystical 
interpretation should be understood as indicating his folly and not 
his ,.wisdom. ,6 Besides, Benjamin himself states that he has made his 
own 'Kafka'sfonnulation of the categorical im�erative: "act in such 
a wayJhatJhe AngeLhas something to.. do'" . As to the mystical 
folly, it falls in with history, because Kafka, like Kiee, 'lives in a 
complementary world' . 

Kafka's world, frequently of such playfulness and interlaced with angels, 
is the exact complement of his era which is preparing to do away with the 
inhabitants of this planet on a considerable scale. The experience which 
corresponds to that of Kafka, the private individual, will probably not 
become accessible to the masses until such time as they are being done 
away with.8 

This premonitory judgement, reaching the highest point of radical 
critique, announces a destructive principle at work in history as in 
literary modernity, an experience of violence infinitely repressed in 
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the aseptic, codified world of market society, big cities and a 
technology of power that brings about the 'atrophy of experience' 
evoked in 1933 in Benjamin's 'Erfahrung und Armut'.9 

This focus on the radical character of violence - on a different 
violence, not just that of the 'rulers' - is a constant feature in 
Benjamin's work. It governed his passage from a metaphysical , 
nihilistic anarchism influenced by Sorel to a torn Marxism radical­
ized by the paradoxical polarity of materialism and messianism, 
atheism and theology. Violence is always there: 'The tradition of 
the oppressed teaches us that the "state of emergency" in which we 
live is not the exception but the rule. We must attain to a conception 
of history that is in keeping with this insight. ,to 

The fact that something like Nazism is still possible, at the heart 
of the 'West' in the mid-twentieth century, should not surprise us if 
we have understood, 'by brushing history against the grain' ,  that the 
history of the West has always offered such violence to be seenY 
Thus the Angel - /' etre-ange and l' etrange - might well represent the 
extreme psychic and historical risk in its ambivalent polarities: 
human/inhuman, ephemeral/eternal, Angel/Satan, female/male, 
real/unreal. This 'conception of history' would then be paradox­
ically inscribed within literature, in the shock element which 
obsesses the writing of modernity, by destroying the assurances of 
an all-too-male humanist subject. And as a constellation of multiple 
temporalities (family novel, scene of writing and history of class 
struggles) , the Angel would allegorize that conflictual meeting-point 
between the 'familiar' everyday and the 'uncanny' which so 
intrigued Freud and defined dialectics for Benjamin. 'We penetrate 
the mystery only to the degree that we recognize it in the everyday 
world, by virtue of a dialectical optic that perceives the everyday as 
impenetrable, the impenetrable as everyday.'12 

The familiar that Benjamin saw coming to the surface in Baude­
laire ('A remark of Leiris: the word familier (familiar) in Baudelaire 
is full of mystery and unrest'13) could not be the object of direct, 
total and totalizing knowledge. Fragmented and repressed in 
history, it occupied all those incomplete territories overflowing 
classical rationality (childhood, female culture, the world of the 
defeated, the experiences of limits) and belonged to an interpre­
tative truth 'which is the death of intention' . This is why philosophy, 
in order to be 'materialist',  14 can only practise a veritable exodus 
outside philosophy, a style of work on its frontiers and 'margins' 
which dedicates it to ever critical analysis of a reality which, since 
Nietzsche and Marx, has become enigmatic, hieroglyphic, non­
'rational'. The 'rebus is the model of his philosophy' , as Adorno 
very acutely observed. 15 
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This 'conception of history' , appropriate to states of emergency, 
therefore played not so much on the presence of a continuous 
conceptual framework - a meaning - as on the critical , micrological 
and 'analytic' excavation of an imaginary of history. It was this 
imaginary that had to be located and defined, including in 'the most 
inconspicuous crystallizations of existence, in its waste material' . 16 

Benjamin would track down all the modes of this philosophical 
struggle for an oppressed past, visible and invisible like the 
Freudian unconscious, of this construction of an image of history in 
which each epoch dreams the one that follows it and any naive 
vision of progress falls away. He would find them in painting, 
allegory, parable and then - in the unfinished book of his life, the 
Passagen-Werk - in the dialectical image bearing a temporal 
constellation in which the archaic and the modem are woven 
together. At that point Benjamin's interpretative methodology, the 
gaze of the historian, becomes more 'Freudian' than ever: 

In the dialectical image the past of a given epoch is always 'the past of 
always'. But it presents itself as such only in the eyes of a particular 
epoch - the one in which humanity, rubbing its eyes, recognizes precisely 
this dream image for what it is. At that moment the historian's task is the 
interpretation of dreamsY 

However, the visibility of such an image depends upon an acute 
awareness of crisis in its catastrophic dimensions. Faced with the 
fine totalities of classicism , or with a Marxist Weltanschauung 
aesthetic, Benjamin therefore emphasizes quite a different scanning 
of history to bring out an archaeology of modernity at its crucial 
turning-points: the seventeenth-century baroque, the nineteenth 
century of Baudelaire (and not Balzac) , the literary avant-garde of 
the twentieth century. At those junctures allegory testifies to a seat 
of resistance in Western history, to a different, Saturnian history in 
Which 'the observer is confronted , with the facies hippocratica of 
history as a petrified, primordial landscape [erstame Urlandschaft], . 18 
Representation prior to representation, pictogram merging life and 
death like 'an amorphous fragment' , it is the 'armature of 
modernity' . 19 In this 'image of petrified disquiet' (BUd der erstarrten 
Unruhe), 'the dreams of an epoch are immobilized, .2o 

Against the stream of the aesthetics of Goethe, Hegel and even 
Schopenhauer or Nietzsche, Benjamin revalues allegory as a mode 
of writing, the principle of an aesthetic of modernity, the rising up 
of a misunderstood past. Through an archaeological detour atten­
tive to detail and the plurality of languages, the critical gesture calls 
forth the polyrhythmic profundity of time, the oblivion characteris­
tic of the history of the nameless. Allegories are always 'allegories 
of oblivion' , for through them is expressed the unfreedom of men 
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and women, and no writing which sides with the victors' history, or 
which, even from the Left, postulates an evolutionary continuity, 
has ever been able to reveal that infinite servitude. 'By its very 
essence classicism was not permitted to behold the lack of freedom, 
the imperfection, the collapse of the physical, beautiful, nature. >21 

It was thus only through a work on origins (the Ursprung of 
German baroque drama) , then another on the pre- or proto-history 
(Urgeschichte) of modernity, that a new project announced itself. In 
this veritable archaeology of modernity, that which is forgotten by 
the 'philosophies of history' is always an Ur, a primal; it has to be 
integrated into Marxism, which is thereby itself radicalized and 
transformed. As Fabrizio Desideri remarks, Urgeschichte is much 
more than simple 'prehistory' :  it is primal history, which connects 
it with Ursprung, with a reality that alludes to 'V or- und 
Nachgeschichte' (pre- and post-history) and even to Goethe's 
concept of 'primal phenomenon' ,  the Urphiinomen cited by Benjamin 
himself.22 

This primal history of the nineteenth century - the archaeology of 
a modernity understood as 'mass art' and 'mass dimension' of every 
process - bears precisely upon 'primal historical forms' (urgeschicht­
liche Formen) .  As Benjamin puts it : 'The "Urgeschichte" of the 
nineteenth century would be of no interest if it was not understood 
in such a way that primal historical forms could be found at the root 
of the nineteenth century. m Such forms are not prior to history in 
the sense of epistemes; nor are they ideological reflections of an 
economic base, as they appear in a certain Marxist topography that 
Benjamin considered to be nominalist and mechanistic. Rather, 
they are imaginary expressions (Ausdruck), at once semantic and 
visual, of the rebus-scenes or 'dialectical images' that accompany all 
social processes. But they emerge and become susceptible to 
interpretation only at momenis of crisis when 'the new and the old 
interpenetrate' .  In these wish-images of the future 'the fantasy, 
which gains its initial stimulus from the new', is turned back upon 
'the primal past' . This is why, 'in the dream in which every epoch 
sees in images the epoch which is to succeed it, the latter appears 
coupled with elements of prehistory - that is to say of a classless 
society' .24 Hence the utopias that flourished with industrialization in 
the nineteenth century; hence too the resurgence of myths, of an 
irratio, in the crisis of the twenties and thirties. 

In these hollows of modernity, the dialectical images of a 
historical epoch obey a kind of dream logic governed by social 
ambiguity and historical ambivalence: 

Ambiguity is the figurative appearance of the dialectic, the law of the 
dialectic at a standsti11 [Dialektik im Stillstand]. This standstill is Utopia, 
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) and the dialectical image therefore a dream image. The commodity 

I 
clearly provides such an image: as fetish. The arcades, which are both 
house and stars, provide such an image. And such an image is provided 

, by the whore , who is seller and commodity in one.25 

If the methodological deciphering of such images coincides with 
critical turning-points of history, the position of the writer­
interpreter - writer of, on and with other forms of writing, de­
cipherer of traces - is of no little importance. Benjamin writes in 
this unstable zone without assurances, where the work can unfold in 
networks of a heterogeneous element (in the sense used by Georges 
Bataille) , through a concept which rises and goes beyond itself in 
figures that attempt to grasp this 'excess' of history, this return of 
the primal into the present. Such is the concept of catastrophe, as a 
way of thinking history and art, with its many variants: trauma, 
shock, Baudelairean spleen, surrealist and then Brechtian montage, 
melancholy, distancing, states of emergency and - the final 
representation of the non-representable - death. Such too is the 
Angel . 

Benjamin's archaeology is situated half-way between Foucault's 
project in Madness and Civilization (making a silence speak so as to 
reconstruct the historical plinth of reason) and Freud's in The 
Interpretation of Dreams (rediscovering a primal scene that recon­
structs a complete logic of the reaVunreal unconscious) . One might 
define it as an archaeology of the imaginary of and in history, which 
is at work in the decisive junctures of modernity. Or one might even 
characterize it with the formulation that Benjamin applied to 
photography as the art of modernity: 'It introduces us to uncon­
scious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses. ,26 

Without this updating of unconscious optics there could be no 
conception of history which proves 'equal to death' (Bataille), nor 
of \:"iolence and 'positive barbarism'. As in the work of Ernst Bloch, 
but in a diametrically opposite sense, the unplumbed depths of 
modernity - its irratio which has to be deciphered and made 
dia1ectical - really lie in the archaic, the mythological, the buried 
hosts of a past which is not yet past. It is an eminently political task, 
because this irratio is always open to conscription 'from the right' , as 
in Nazism. 

But is it not the case that such a Saturnian perspective on history, 
such a primacy of the 'logic of dislocation' over the logic of 
transcendence, brings on stage a radical uncanniness which needs to 
be inserted into Freud's text, in a way liable to explode the 
Marxisms of progress and replace them with a rent Marxism, a 
Marxism of rending? Bicephalous, historical and sexual, the work 
involved in such a project might be said to rest upon a 'female' ,  non-
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paternal principle with no filiation, a utopian-violent principle 
affecting the status of the 'nameless'. The young Benjamin, subject 
to all the labyrinthine emotions of sexuality, expressed this same 
principle in astonishing 'metaphorical' terms: 

But I prefer to avoid speaking concretely here and to talk rather of male 
and female: for how closely the two are intertwined in human 
beings! . . . Europe is composed of individuals (in whom male and 
female are present) , not of men and women. Who knows how far the 
mind of woman extends? What do we know of woman? As little as we do 
of youth. As yet we have no experience of a woman's culture.27 

Woman's culture, bisexuality: we recognize the echoes of � 
Y�.ri�I�J�f�1Jlini�atio".picu!fure i!l the seconc.i half of the nineteenth 
cent\ll:Y and the. ea.rly y�ars of the twenti�!hJ bOih·-ln toe Frenal 
language (Saint-Simonism, then Baudelaire, Mallarme, Lautreamont) 
and in German (Simmel , Weininger, Groddeck, Schnitzler, Kraus 
or Musil). The very notion of 'female culture' - weibliche Kultur ­
circulated more or less everywhere at the beginning of the century. 
We find it in Groddeck's 1903 piece on A Woman Problem, as well 

. as the essay on 'Female Culture' that Simmel published in 1911 in 
his Philosophische Kultur collection.28 It is as if, in crisis periods 
when the problem of modernity reappeared, it was impossible to 
approach the 'woman question' without considering the 'question of 
civilization' through a whole series of oppositions and myths.29 In 
such periods - of which the nineteenth century is one - a major 
effort takes place to deconstruct the frontier between male and 
female identities, thereby calling into question the pre-urban, 
natural differences ravaged by the development of big cities, 
industrialization and the mass dimension of social phenomena. In 
the labour of writing, the metaphor of the feminine then rises up as 
an element in the break with a certain discredited rationality based 
upon the idea of a historical and symbolic continuum. It does this by 
designating a new heterogeneity, a new otherness. 

From Baudelaire's allegory of the prostitute-mother to Musil's 
'man without qualities' given over to mystical, near-androgynous 
incest with the sister, from the dehiscent gap of womanhood in 
Mallarme to Rilke's vision of the Open: a whole network of 
negativity escaping the dominance of the Concept, a whole 'culture' 
of the feminine if not of woman , now comes into play. We might call 
it a culture of Spaltung, of splitting, where the position of writing is 
subject to a highly ambiguous feminine whose Angel could be the 
trace, allegory, theoretical interpretation. The ambiguity is lodged 
in the unconceptualized side of 'the modern'.  On the one hand, it is 
necessary to utter - to write - the end of the classical Cartesian 
subject with its 'control' of itself and the world, and to express the 
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dizzying abysses of bodily jouissance and new values. But on the 
other hand, this labour of feminization arouses fear, anxiety and 
combative misogyny, common to a Baudelaire, Nietzsche or 
Weininger. This ambiguity works upon the very text of Benjamin's 
writings: he is ever attempting a 'critical' ,  profane reading of the 
great Baudelairean myths of prostitution and the lesbian, that 
'heroine of modernism' ?O We shall return to this in Part Two 
below. 

But if the archaeology of modernity seems haunted by the 
feminine, how far can the power of images go? From the origin 
(Ursprung) to primal , archaeological history (Urgeschichte)? And 
perhaps to the edge of that 'primeval forest' (Urwald) which 
surrounds Benjamin, rather like the 'primordial landscape' 
(Urlandschaft) of allegory? 
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ANGEL I C  S PACE 

Angelus Novus, an Overwhel m i n g  Picture 

The starting-point is an encounter like any other: impact, brain­
storm, post-shock. On 21 June Benjamin bought a picture by Klee 
called Angelus Novus. It was love at first sight for this half-ironic, 
half-enigmatic 'new angel' with a floating, dreamy sexuality, its 
wide-open eyes staring into the distance and its hair curled in the 
form of (somewhat baroque) parchments. Klee was particularly 
fond of these intermediate creatures, and of the many paintings he 
devoted to them Angelus Novus is certainly not among the greatest. 
Yet, as we know from Scholem, who would himself later write a 
poem to the Angel, 'Benjamin always considered the picture his 
most important possession, . l  On 23 July 1920, in connection with 
another painting by Klee, Seduction by the Miracle, he wrote to 
Scholem: 'Do you know Klee? I like him enormously.'2 

Benjamin never lost this fascination with Klee, and with a picture 
that one would hardly hesitate to call a 'collage-object' , juxtaposing 
as it does the most disparate aspects of the parental images.3 He 
kept it hanging at home until his divorce, and remained unable to 
part with it except through death . It even followed him into exile at 
rue Dombasle in Paris, thanks to an acquaintance who got it across 
the border, and in the dark hours of the war it was finally hidden by 
Georges Bataille at the Bibliotheque Nationale before being for­
warded to his friend Scholem. The Kleeblatt (which also means 
cloverleaf in German) was immediately caught in a web of signi­
fiers, evoking the celestial clover as symbol of the Trinity. Soon it 
was Benjamin's 'little demonology', his new kabbalistic protector, 
'his unique messenger from the kabbalah'.4 Such then are the 
'facts', if that is the right word - for the metaphor of the Angel 
reappears in every scene of Benjamin's life . In 1921 he planned a 
journal of current affairs that would seek to understand the epoch 
through 'vertical penetration' and 'a rationality driven to the limits 
of the possible' . It was to be called . . .  Angelus Novus. In later 
years, in his articles on Kraus and Baudelaire or his experiences 
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with hashish in Marseilles, the new biblical angel would recover its 
more familiar satanic traits. Invading dreams and delirium, then 
history itself, its 'little demonology' really seemed to comply with 
that logic of the complementary world - of the Complement - which 
he detected in Kafka and Klee. 5 At the end of his life, in his 'Theses 
on the Philosophy of History', Benjamin would take up this logic in 
a chess metaphor he shared with Stefan Zweig, another future 
suicide who had experienced the culture of crisis and Nazism. 

The story is told of an automaton constructed in such a way that it could 
play a winning game of chess, answering each move of an opponent with 
a countermove. A puppet in Turkish attire and with a hookah in its 
mouth sat before a chessboard placed on a large table. A system of 
mirrors created the illusion that this table was transparent from all sides. 
Actually, a little hunchback who was an expert chess player sat inside 
and guided the puppet's hand by means of strings. One can imagine a 
philosophical counterpart to this device. The puppet called 'historical 
materialism' is to win all the time. It can easily be a match for anyone if it 
enlists the services of theology, which today, as we know, is wizened and 
has to keep out of sight.6 

In this curious staging reminiscent of Kleist's puppet theatre, in this 
irresolvable duel between puppet and hunchback that dominated 
the whole of Benjamin's life, the decisive element was his encounter 
in 1917-20 both with Klee and with non-orthodox, messianic and 
mystical , Jewish culture as mediated by Scholem's friendship and 
his reading of Rosenzweig and the kabbalah. 

1917: Benjamin, interested in the multiple forms of languages and 
signs, writes a series of very short texts on modern art in which he 
contrasts the longitudinal section of representative painting with the 
horizontal section of graphics and certain kinds of symbolic writing.7 
Modern painting, especially Cubism and Klee which so intrigue 
him, constitute a symbolic language irreducible to 'the order of 
essence' (philosophy) or 'the order of reproduction' (classical 
space) .  Through this annihilation of the humanist tradition of 
representation, 'the problem of Cubism lies in the possibility of 
painting which is not without colour but fundamentally alien to 
colour; linear constructions dominate the picture, but Cubism does 
not thereby cease to be painting and turn into design. '8 The quest 
for such picture-writing, where the sign becomes visible ,  brings 
Cubism and Klee into proximity with each other: 'in this sense the 
only one of the modern painters to have touched me is Klee'. 9 

Nearly fifteen years later in 'Erfahrung und Armut' , one of his 
finest pieces of writing, Benjamin was doubtless more aware of what 
'touched' him so deeply. Moving beyond the revolution in painting 
and his own early reflections on picture-writing, he found in Klee a 
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radically destructive principle, a creative catastrophic element, an 
ambivalent adherence to his age composed of passion and lack of 

. illusions. 'Among the great creators, there are implacable ones who 
first of all make a clean break. They actually want a board on which 
to draw; they have been constructors. ,to And he goes on to mention 
Descartes, Einstein and Klee. 

Klee's figures, projected onto this clear drawing board, have a 
linearity which 'responds above all to their inside - to their in­
side rather than their interiority. And this is what makes them 
barbarous. ' l l  The Ang(;:l is like all Klee's intermediate, di�in.te­
grated beings: maskers, demons, puppets, dazed madmen, J)east­
men, plant-faces; they no longer participate in a humanist logic of 
inner subject and representation. By an ironic excess, they mark the 
passage from the visible towards the invIsIble-, -where- our floating 
frontiers of the human and the inhuman, culture and barbarism, 
that whole concoction of the unnameable play�jl��Jf ()ut. Like Loos 
and so many others, KJe-e shunned 'the solemn and noble traditional 
image of man, bedecked with all the sacrificial offerings of the past, 
and turned towards th�. naked contemporary who cries like a newly 
�orn child'. 12 That invisible is thoroughly ensconced in the crisis of 
the epoch, concealed in the logic of the commodity and the 
reproducibility of the artwork. And in making it visible, it is 
necessary to appropriate the unreality of the human, its precarious­
ness and contingency, a whole principle of indeterminacy of reality. 
The 'stranger relationship' (in Rosolato's sense13) to the non-human 
can only reject the everyday language of things, the falseness of 
actuality, and look beyond the world of the living to a complemen­
tary world: it m\l�! 'j_�y-ent iLneW, complementary language' .  Klee 
lives the same madness as that of Kafka, and Benjamin: rejection of 
human language, of 'likeness to man [Menscheniihnlichkeit] , that 
principle of humanism' . 14 In this infinite struggle of language, 
Benjamin intersects with the whole 'crisis culture' of Vienna at 
its height. It led the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus, or the 
Hofmannsthal of 'The Letter of Lord Chandos', to seek on the 
shores of silence 'a language none of whose words is known to me, a 
language in which inanimate things speak to me' . IS 

In this endless accumulation of transmuted forms given over to 
the rule of a new theatre - 'Angel and puppet, there at last is 
spectacle' (Rilke) - the representations of Freud's uncanny multiply 
ad infinitum. Between Klee's Angel and the metaphor-parable of 
Kafka's animals, Benjamin detects the same return of the forgotten: 
'Kafka did not tire of picking up the forgotten from animals.' 16 It is .� 
a Nietzschean active forgetting which here turns back in a suspen-
sion of linear, chronological time and 'messes a situation up' Y 
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That forgetting, that non-human which is also non-representational , 
powerfully marks Benjamin's (and Freud's) ambivalence regarding 
the values of culture - those documents of barbarism of which naive 
rationalism has no knowledge. We find in both the same radical , 
lucid pessimism in the face of history, the same deracination in an 
impossible Jewishness that is at once denied and claimed. Ben­
jamin, who received a liberal not a religious education, experienced 
the 'Jewish question' in the shape of anti-semitism and through his 
encounter with mystical and messianic culture. He wanted all his life . to learn Hebrew, and he continually planned to make trips to Israel 
or even to settle there. But he never reached it: he was caught up in 
other frontiers and lands of exile, above all France. 

Benjamin elucidated this anti-humanist connection between the 
New Angel and history in an article that he wrote on Karl Kraus, 
another major figure in Viennese culture. 

Neither purity nor sacrifice mastered the demon; but where origin and 
destruction come together, his rule is over. LjJ�.e �<?reatur� sprung fr9m 
the child and the cannibal his conqueror stands before him: not a new 
man;�a monster, a new-angel. Perhaps one of those who, according to the 
Talmud, are at each moment created anew in countless throngs, and 
who, once they have raised their voices before God, cease and pass into 
nothingness. IS 

This is evidence of a remarkable consistency, for it was in virtually 
the same terms that the Angel had served in 1921 as the symbol for 
the journal Angelus Novus. Ephemeral, living/dying, beginning and 
end, the Angel sings for a moment in praise of God, as the naked 
man of modernity shouts. The voice here represents that ancestral, 

( infinitely maternal) imaginary which still eludes the articulations of . 
law and language. The 'lang�� _Q.f angels' is a pre-linguistic, non­
verbal language in which our most basic drives become metaphori­
cal: the life and death instincts, Eros and Thanatos. Or, to use 
Benjamin's own terms, it is the moment within which the apocalyp­
tic and the destructive principle are fused together. War and Fire is 
the- title oione of Klee's last paintings. 

That might well sum up this first account of the Angel , where the 
world of the living is, so to speak, parabolically duplicated by 
another world of violence and uncertainty. Expressed in this world 
is the infant's enormous visual curiosity, the suffering and jubilation 
of the eye. 

He who wishes to construct theatre must have lived and suffered through 
the eye . He must have sworn a thousand times that only the visible exists, 
and a thousand times shudderingly wondered whether the visible, before 
all other things, does not exist . . . .  He must have undergone love, hate 
and fear and felt how love, hate and fear transform a familiar valley, a 
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customary house or a most intimate chamber, so that they resemble the 
cavernous depths of Hades whose walls contort themselves in a grin 
when the incestuous matricide enters therein. 19 

Valley, house, room - all containers of the feminine - evoke that 
seeing/non-seeing which lay behind Freud's discoveries, because it 
was also the mark of 'feminized' Viennese culture in crisis here 
illustrated by Hofmannsthal . This whole heimlich dimension, which 
suddenly becomes unheimlich, clearly represents part of what Freud 
opened up for thought: the incest-barred phantasm of the mother's 
inaccessible and ineffable womb/genitals. There is more to be said, 
however, about this violence which suffers because of the eye. 

In the same article on Karl Kraus, Benjamin counterposes non­
man (Unmensch) or the inhuman to the all-man (AI/mensch) or 
'cosmic man' of tradition. The angelic messenger of the Bible 
(maleakin: angels; maleak: a sovereign's envoy) moves in each of us 

. as angel-interpreter. Witness the Book of Daniel, which for the first 
time gives names to the angels - previously 'nameless beings', like 
demons - and thus transforms them into symbolic protectors. These 
angel-interpreters know unfathomable secrets: they watch over men 
caught between the angel for the defence and the angel for the 
prosecution,z° 

Angelus Novus, interpreting angel - that is clear enough. But the 
interpretation in question only liberates what is inhuman in us: the .k 
inhuman 'stands among us as the messenger of a more real 
humanism' .21 Beyond the animated puppets evoked in Freud's text , 
the angels, animals, new-born, not-yet-born or scarcely born call to 
mind the ritual of a barely disguised cannibalism in which humanity, 
like Saturn, devours its own children. Death instinct. Pain of the eye 
that does not want to see, of the subject that cannot hear what 
belongs to the realm of the cry, song, shock, non-birth or devour­
ment. It is not far from that violence of cracks and cleavages which 
Artaud evokes in his letter to Peter Watson: 'From time to time, 
dear Mr Peter Watson, life makes a leap, but that is never written 
into history, and my only purpose in writing has been to fix and 
perpetuate the memory of these cracks, cleavages or breaks, these 
sudden and bottomless falls .  >22 

That memory is much more than affirmation of the law, of its 
transmission/filiation; it is the body's memory, the scansion of voice ..,/ 
and song, visual recollection.' For' iil die passage from sight to 
speech, the unsayable moves in and through a distance which is 
precisely that of writing. Concerning sight Benjamin says: 'I now 
have an idea of Durer's violence, and Melencolia in particular is of 
an unspeakable profundity and expressiveness. ,23 But of writing he 
asserts: 'I keep returning to the idea that a crystal-pure elimination 
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of what cannot be said in language is given to us as the most 
accessible form of acting within, and thus through, language. '24 
Paradoxically, 0IllY �()Qi�ctix�<l!!.<! QIerefore highly political writing' 
can lead t() tbi�_vat:li�hi!1g-point. to 'that. whichis denied 'to words' .  
In  tIllS-sense 'only the intensive directing of words to the core of 
innermost silence can truly have an effect. ,25 This secret of what is 

( constantly beheld but cannot be expressed - which alone allows us 
I to understand a 'humanity that affirms itself in destruction' - is the 
\ space of Angelus Novus. Such a distance between sight and speech 

refers us precisely to the 'complementary world', to what is mystical 
as Wittgenstein put it. 'There are, indeed, things that cannot be put 
into words. They make themselves manifest. They are what is 
mystical. ,26 We should understand by this that the 'mystical' 
element - ethics which, for Wittgenstein, can neither form the 
object of propositions nor be formulated in a problem - essentially 
coincides with aesthetics: 'Ethics and aesthetics are one and the 
same.'27 

Now, artistic modernity could confront this complementary world 
of our historical barbarism only by measuring itself with the 
terminus of the cultural, with that invisible 'other' which is the 
theological. It is quite a different matter from religion: the one 
excavates a lack, feminizes it up to the point of non-capacity or non­
being, whereas the other blocks it up through a labour of illusion 
and institutionalization. 

Angel of the Odd , new angel, satanic and terrible angel: these, 
then, organize a most curious archaeological route, in a century 
marked by the secularization of politics (from Marx to Max Weber) , 
by ideologies of progress and scientific rationality, and by revolu­
tions without precedent in history. 

For, ever since Baudelaire - where they are alternately 'delight­
ful' or 'disagreeable' ,  'elated' or pefenceless, 'brazen-faced' or 
'wild-eyed' - angels have never ceased to exercise a kind of invisible 
guardianship of modernity within the poetic act. Angelic spaces are 
magical spheres of all the correspondences and metamorphoses, all 
the metaphorical displacements of desire . They are the spaces of 
Klee's 'intermediate world' , of all 'those worlds which are not 
visible to everyone and can really only be seen by children, mad 
people and primitives' , as in that 'inner space of the world' 
(Weltinnerung) to which Rilke refers. 

It is a floating, imaginal space where every frontier wavers 
between subjective and objective , inside and outside, real and 
unreal , male and female, so that it opens onto the non-human point 
of view of the phantasmic, the matrical , the invisible . Thus Rilke 
could write: 'This, a world no longer seen from the standpoint of 
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people, but in the angel , is perhaps my real task. '28 Faced with a 
shrinking experiential world of pulverized fragments, the poetic 
task is 'to transfigure things into the invisible'. The angel, in the 
Duino Elegies, will be this terrible, confounding figure of super­
mundane beauty who gives access to a higher world that upholds 
invisibility. As Rilke put it in a letter to Witold von Hulewicz: 'The 
angel of the Elegies is that Being in whom the transmutation of the 
Visible into the Invisible , which we seek to achieve, is con­
summated. ,29 To those who do not feel sure in 'the interpreted 
world' ,  angelic space - 'as intact as a rose' - is there to represent 
that 'baroque' current passing from life to death, that unending flow 
between the 'two realms' which is covered by poetic metaphor. 

Of course, the host of angels that Klee drew and painted in the 
harshest years of personal illness and world disaster (1939-40) are 
not these terrible, higher creatures peculiar to Rilke's dimension of 
the Open (das Offene) . Poor Angel (1939) , Guardian Angel (1939) , 
Of Angelic Nature (1939) , Oblivious Angel (1939): these all depict 
ironically distanced angels who are in the process of becoming, 
caught in the play of cosmos and history. In short, they suggest that 
fou rire of angels which Klee, in his writings on modem art, linked 
to moral seriousness: 'Moral seriousness goes together with the fou 
rire of angels regarding scholars and pontificators. '30 

Whatever the differences from Rilke's poetic act, Klee's repre­
sentation of angels achieves something equivalent in painting: that 
is, it makes the invisible visible, testifies to the cosmic genesis of 
creation, and opens up an intermediate realm beyond appearances;\ 
irreducible to the human, precisely the 'complementary world' of./ 
which Benjamin speaks. One cannot fail to be struck, therefore, by 
the extraordinary affinity between Klee's act of painting and the 
horizon of Benjamin's thinking about ' Urgeschichte' . Since painting 
is not the law but 'above the law' , a world of differences and 
imponderables, it always seeks a vanishing point in the direction of 
'primal chaos' , 'an original foundation' : it must go back 'from the 
model to the matrix' , to the archetype (vom Vorbildlichen zum 
Urbildlichen) .  Klt?.e's quest for \Vhat he theorizes as the 'original 
code' (Ur-Codex) of a 'primordial sjgn' (Vrzeichen), odor 'primal 
forms' (Urbilden), consigns his work to a perpetual passage from 
chaos to 'the formal cosmos' , from the visible to the invisible .31 The 
similarity between Klee's terms (Urbild, Ur-Codex, etc.) and 
Benjamin's is quite remarkable. Klee's intermediate world, to 
which th� angels belong, delimits a veritable 'prehistory of the 
visible' , as he himself puts it. 

Through the angels, from baroque putti to Klee's ironic and tragic 
creatures, it is actually 'the eye which looks at us': the eye of the 
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painter, after that of God. It is as if, at the height of modernity and 
at the price of a mystical atheism, the Angel's labour still resumes 
the great angelic utopia of the baroque, which consisted in making 
something visible , in being a pure apparition that made appearance 
appear, from a position just on its edges. For in the world of the 
baroque, the Angel opens the play of illusion, the light vertigo of 
theatre on the theatrical stage, the theatre of a painted visible where 
the eye would at once be in the wings and on stage. As Richard 
Alewyn writes: 'The baroque illusion is always conscious and 
intentional : it refuses to seduce the soul or even to deceive reason; it 
wishes to seduce the senses. >32 If life is a dream, the world is truly a 
theatre, and theatre is that 'intermediate world', the metaphor for 
an invisible visible and a visible invisible - for an ingannar gli occhi, 
to use the Italian expression. 

Now, in our modem world, which no longer believes in angels 
nor, doubtless, in the transcendence that animated the baroque 
flight of appearances, the Angel's 'light' - that unmediated language 
prior to language - changes its nature and function. The angelic, by 
virtue of its very etre-ange-te in any reality test,33 summons up the 
precariousness of the human. Bisexual or androgynous, it almost 
makes real a hallucinatory phantasm: namely, to see the look which 
sees the visible , to scan the invisible, or, as Klee writes, 'to see with 
one eye and consciously perceive with the other'. Hence the Angel's 
capacity to prefigure the Other, the elsewhere, an inhuman or a 
'third sex' .  Interpellated by poetry from Poe to Baudelaire or Rilke, 
the Angel foils reality, 'romanticizes' or interrupts it, and sketches 
the mysterious unity of correspondences peculiar to metaphor or 
allegory. 

From the 'angelic' fascination of his youth to the hunchbacked 
dwarf of theology playing with historical materialism, Benjamin 
continually found in messianic mysticism a number of excess figures 
and metaphors with which to explore the underlying abyss of 
history. We can already see this in his early fixation on Angelus 
Novus. And above all, we find it in the concepts of catastrophe, 
redemption and messiah which Benjamin borrowed from the 

. mystical-messianic tradition of Judaism, and then used to 'interrupt 
the flow of time' and to practise what we might call suspensive 
violence - violence which cuts off breath, voice, representation. 

Faced with an economistic Marxism in thrall to a social­
democratic conception of linear progress, Benjamin always asserted 
the need for an auxiliary construction. In a series of controlled 
metaphors, the theological dwarf was to free the spaces where an 
expanded and truly critical rationality would have to operate. These 
spaces would be precisely those where madness once waxed; the 
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task, finally, was to make them 'cultivable' by advancing 'with the 
sharpened axe of reason, looking neither to right nor to left so as 
not to fall prey to the anguish beckoning at the heart of the primeval 
forest [Urwald]' .  

I t  i s  a long journey into the arcana of Western history, a journey 
of rediscovery of allegory and baroque drama. 
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BAROQUE S PACE 

Trauerspie/: Al legory as O rigi n 

Unlike Christianity and the conservative Judaism of the Book, the 
mystical-messianic Jewish culture which circulated from 1900 to 
1920 throughout Central Europe and the German-language area 
always referred to a history marked by radical insecurity, an 
element of instability and catastrophe, a consciousness of rupture 
and utopianism. 1 As opposed to Christianity, which inscribes 
redemption within a historical directionality, Jewish messianism 
invariably conceives of the emergence from the state of exile and 
oppression - redemption - as a tireless waiting for messianic 
fulfilment. 2 There is an infinite separation between present time 
(Dtam hazeh) and time to come (olam haba) , which can come to pass 
only from a series of catastrophes (revolutions, wars, famines . . .  ) .  
The 'totally new' i s  as unpredictable as i t  i s  sudden. As  Scholem 
writes: 'Jewish Messianism is in its origins and by its nature - this 
cannot be sufficiently emphasized - a theory of catastrophe' , of 'the 
cataclysmic element in the transition from every historical present 
to the Messianic future' .3 

Jewish messianism, then, is characterized by the lack of any idea 
of historical progress. In its pessimistic-critical vision of reality, the 
coming of the Messiah, redemption or - in the terms of Lurianic 
kabbalism - 'restitution of the world' create an unbridgeable gulf 
between the history of the oppression of the Jewish people and the 
history of its messianic freedom. From the one to the other, there 
can only be a qualitative leap, a 'destructive principle' as Benjamin 
described it. 

This central aspect of historical discontinuity, with its utopianism 
that served as a transition for numerous revolutionary intellectuals 
in the 1920s (including Ernst Bloch) , was initially inserted within a 
cultural context common to the whole Jewish intelligentsia of 
Mitteleuropa, from Vienna to Prague, Budapest or Berlin. It was an 
explosive climate in which neo-romantic critique of 'the illusions of 
progress' fused with the work of Tolstoy, Nietzsche and Strindberg 
who influenced the young Benjamin.4 
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Such messianism mostly went together with an 'anarchist' or even 
nihilist polhics which had reached its peak in certain heresies of the 
seventeenth century, particularly the Sabbatian movement, for 
which the arrival of messianic time was a question of the present. 
Not only did Sabbatai Zevi lift prohibitions, reject anti-female 
taboos and introduce free sexuality: 'Eve could have married 
several men';  he even proclaimed: 'Blessed art Thou 0 Lord our 
God, King of the Universe, who permittest the forbidden' , and 
preached that 'violation of the Torah has become its fulfilment' . 5 

We find in Benjamin's articles of the twenties on violence the 
same continual passing between Jewish messianism, centred on the 
idea of catastrophic rupture, and a 'metaphysical', anti-state 
'anarchism' close to Sorel , with an incipient train of thought which 
borrowed from Carl Schmitt's early analysis of the political as 
'sovereignty that decides in states of emergency'. This vocabulary 
impregnated The Origin of German Tragic Drama, as it would much 
later the 'Theses on the Philosophy of History' . We should be clear, 
however, that for Benjamin 'the political' was always over­
determined and never had an autonomous existence. It was de­
ployed in a network of metaphors and myths, in a plurality of 
languages which held together its extreme moments of violence and 
the 'complementary world' of theology, real history and history in 
its image and its imaginary. 

This ascent to the extreme limits first came into play in 'Critique 
of Violence' and 'Theologico-Political Fragment' . In opposition to 
the major debates of the time, which treated the political as a 
rational juridical form (Weber) or an ideal norm (Kelsen), Ben­
jamin reinvested a terrain that was also Freud's - the terrain of 
'classical' philosophy and its primal, inexorable, state-channelled 
vi9lence . In such a space, there }s room only for an infinitely 
repeated cycle of 'executive' violence which makes and preserves 
the law and periodically revives its own origin in the archaic 
violence of nature, mythical violence thrusting itself forward as 
'fate'. Hence the never resolved antinomy of natural and positive 
law: 'Natural law attempts, by the justness of the ends, to "justify" 
the means, positive law to "guarantee" the justness of the ends 
through the justification of the means. ,6 The two meet up as they 
stumble over the same blind spot: 'For if positive law is blind to the 
absoluteness of ends, natural law is equally so to the contingency of 
means. ,7 In the end both refuse to see that they are in the thrall of 
executive violence, the permanent excess of the state principle over 
legality and norms. This excess is codified and displayed with the 
reality of a 'right to war' and the 'harder' , organized forms of police 
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and military violence. 'Militarism is the compulsory, universal use 
of violence as a means to the ends of the state. ,8 

In making visible this state unconscious of the law, Benjamin 
could open himself in some degree to Bolshevik and syndicalist anti­
parliamentarism, even if his real sympathies lay rather with the SRs 
whom he considered more 'nihilist' . He was also able to take over 

. Sorel's idea of the political 'general strike' as a symbol of messianic 
violence. Thus the complementary world of theology was seen as a 
way of breaking the cycles of violence, interrupting the flow of time 
and establishing justice (Gerechtigkeit) as a distinct form superior to 
law (Recht) . Only this violence of justice could be said to be a 'purer 
and sovereign sphere' .  'All mythical, law-making violence, which 
we may call executive, is pernicious. Pernicious, too, is the law­
preserving, administrative violence that serves it. Divine violence, 
which is the sign and seal but never the means of sacred execution,  
may be called sovereign violence. ,9 

The word sovereign is here used in the strong sense, for the 
theological 'metaphor' indicates a historical gap or discontinuity 
which breaks the cycle of catastrophes. We should not understand 
this literally in terms of religious belief. Even before he began to 
describe himself as a materialist, Benjamin's encounter with messianic 
Judaism was an encounter in and of thought. Thus in the 
'Theologico-Political Fragment' , written in harmony with Bloch's 
Spirit of Utopia and under the influence of Franz Rosenzweig's 
recently published Star of Redemption (1921),10 Benjamin rejected 
any 'political theology', any nationalist possibility of establishing a 
direct link between state and religion. 

The Kingdom of God is not the te/os of the historical dynamic; it cannot 
be set as a goal. From the standpoint of history it is not the goal, but the 
end. Therefore the order of the profane cannot be built up on the idea of 
the Divine Kingdom, and therefore theocracy has no political . . .  
meaning.l1 

The profane order thus has only one foundation,  'the idea of 
happiness' ,  and messianic intensity can at 1110st only indicate an 
impulse towards a free humanity. There is here an irreducible and 
sustained opposition between 'profane illumination' and 'religious 
illumination', an acute awareness which only real understanding of 
the theological can render atheist and profane. For the impulse to 
happiness which obsesses the religious sphere - that intensity as 
eternal and fleeting as the Angel - has a meaning only in relation to 
the excluded of history. The early Benjamin's 'individualist social­
ism', as he himself described it, therefore involves an ethical choice 
in favour of the 'mass of excluded ones' and a union of minds with 



I 

66 AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF MODERNITY 

'those who are asleep' . In that historical slumber of anonymity lies a 
potential for 'revolutionary nihilism' . Between law and justice, the 
theological metaphor embodies a critical-utopian distance, a differ­
ent idea of politics which Benjamin, influenced by Nietzsche, calls 
'nihilist' . 

Nevertheless, the metaphysical suspensive violence of those 
years, expressed in the Sorelian idea of the 'political general strike' ,  
does not yet define a critical gesture that yields philosophical 
interpretation. It might be seen simply in terms of a miraculous 
'decision' , and not of catastrophe as a process of thought and 
representation revealing the archaeological foundations of 
modernity. It is really in The Origin of German Tragic Drama, first 
published in 1928, that Benjamin fully comes to terms, philosophi­
. cally and historically, with the relationality of Power, as 'power of 
the King' which always tends towards a state of emergency, and 
with an allegorical imaginary of a time of ruin and dislocation. 

If all allegory shies away from Weltanschauung and focuses 
micrologically on the detail or the fragment - the non-intentional 
elements of reality as opposed to a whole that is always problematic 
- the philosophical method of allegory can only be the indirect one 
of the Umweg. As the 'epistemo-critical prologue' to the book 
explains, 'method is the indirect way: representation as the indirect 
way,. 12  This Umweg, while absorbing Husserl's critique of all 
historicism or psychologism and the neo-Kantian rejection of 
philosophy as a closed system of truth, remains no less distinct from 
the major philosophical positions of the epoch. Insofar as the object 
exists only in a fragmentary state as a non-intentional but signifying 
element, interpretative truth can result neither from an intentional, 
historical phenomenology that recaptures sedimented primal levels, 
nor a fortiori from lived experience in the sense of Dilthey's 
Erlebnis. 

Since interpretative truth is actually the 'death of intention' ,  the 
philosophy of modern art which began with seventeenth-century 
b�roque drama (Trauerspiel) immediately situates itself outside the 
space of the subject, consciousness and intention, outside a philos­
ophy of language whose aim is to break its mimetism, its magical 
aspects, its symbolism resting upon a whole network of 'non­
sensory correspondences' . Thus critical language, being confronted 
with the different levels of signification present in every detail (a 
feature also of kabbalistic philosophy) ,  seeks to construct that 
'excess' past with the present. 'guth is not a process .of exposure 
which destroys the secret, but a revelation which does justice to 
it. ,13 Interpretation grasps an enigmatic (familiar and alien) reality 
by building a concrete mass of constellations and significations, 
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where 'meaning' is never more than the effect of a machinery which 
condenses time and reveals it by relating it to the present. This 
concretion defines what Benjamin calls letztzeit or 'now-time' , in 
contrast to that simple present of presence, the instant as term or 
passage, which one finds in philosophies of empty chronology where 
events are 'lodged' in time. 

A historian who takes this as his point of departure stops telling the 
sequence of events like the beads of a rosary. Instead, he grasps the 
constellation which his own era has formed with a definite earlier one. 
Thus he establishes a conception of the present as 'now-time' which is shot 
through with chips of messianic time. 14 

letztzeit - a German term first introduced by Jean Pault5 -
coincides with genuine actuality, with the past as crux of the 
present, with that depth of the forgotten which Benjamin tracked 
down in Kafka's animals and Klee's intermediate creatures. It is an 
active forgetting, peculiar to memory and the infinite capacity of 
reopening a past which the 'science of history' claimed to be over 
and done with. 'History is not only a science but also a form of 
memory. What science has fixed, memory can modify; memory 

. can work in such a way that the unconcluded is brought to a 
conclusion.'16 

The approach which awakens the forgotten is therefore archae­
ological and interpretative: its scanning of historical time bases itself 
upon an acute consciousness of crisis and catastrophe, making time 
capable of being seen and thought. This is precisely what theatre 
does by catalysing an essence of time which cannot be reduced to 
the physical , mechanistic, empty time of chronology, or to its 
expression in the event. 'No empirical event can entirely register the 
determining force of the historical form of time.' But theatre can do 
this: 'Historical grandeur can be represented in art only in the form 
of tragedy':17 and, what is more, in the form of modem tragedy 
which is the 'drama' of Shakespeare, Calderon and seventeenth­
century German baroque Trauerspiel. As its name suggests (Spiel: 
playing; Trauer: mourning or grief) , Trauerspiel is really a represen­
tation of grief, mourning work taken up in allegory. The generaliz­
ation of the scopic drive in the Baroque carries to an extreme 'the 
tension between the world and transcendence' .  In the meta­
morphoses of the body moved by suffering and pleasure, it makes 
visible the mortal frailty of the human figure caught in the j 
secularization of time. Here, as in Hamlet, the dead become ghosts, 
and that is why Trauerspie[ exhibits the 'amphibious form' of a time 
which is neither individual nor purely historical-universal, which is 
never fulfilled though it is now finite . 'The generality of its time is 
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Tlot mytbical but spectral. It is intimately bound up with the specific 
mirror-nature of the play. ' 18 Trauerspiel is thus a play of represen­
tation upon representation, the generalized mirror stage, drama 
henceforth destined to be spectacle: it envelops death in' a time of 
repetition where the mystical is nothing other than the allegory of a 
dream-life. 'Its events are allegorical schemas, symbolic images of 
another play.' 19 The performance is divine and absent: the hero no 
longer dies of immortality as in Greek tragedy; he dies. Whereas in 
Greek tragedy the sacrifice of the hero - his act of seeing fate -
permits the reconstitution of order, Trauerspiel represents 'a history 
of the sufferings of the world' , a decadent, Saturnian history of 
mourning and melancholia. 

Where there is shock - historical trauma - interpretation can 
therefore appear. It arises from within a historical dislocation, a 
contradiction unrelieved by the Concept and with no messianic 
resolution, a catastrophic partner standing opposite . In other 
words, it comes about through the impact of image and thought 
where politics displays itself at its most naked: in the friend-enemy 
antithesis, the logic of restoration (philosophy of the Counter­
Reformation) , the defeat of the vanquished. Any dialectical philo­
sophical study therefore demands that due account should be taken 
of the privileged baroque moment of modernity. 'The baroque 
apotheosis is a dialectical one. It is accomplished in the movement 
between extremes. '20 This philosophy of extremes unfolds in a 
cultural space marked by the political philosophies of the Counter­
Reformation, with their focus on power as 'sovereign power' 

. represented by the King. But it is also a philosophy of modernity, in 
Heidegger's sense of the term.21 As soon as the world becomes 
'represented world' or image, the subject as subjectum affirms itself 
in the certainty of a centred Self, of a mastery which at bottom is 
sovereign will before it is proclaimed 'will to power' . In this 
Cartesian moment the image of history, now bereft of its mystical 
symbolism, makes itself visible insofar as a sovereign presides 
over representative playing and decides. The allegorical space of 
Trauerspiel thus has two sides: 

The subjectum side. According to Benjamin, baroque theatre 
displays the political as sovereign power which decides in moments 
of crisis, 'states of emergency' . Taking over Carl Schmitt's concep­
tion of politics as sovereign decision of the state irreducible to any 
law or norm, Benjamin remarks that in baroque theatre ' 'the 

/ sovereign is the representative of history. He holds the course of 
history in his hand like a sceptre . '22 In this sense the Prince is the 
Cartesian God transposed to the field of politics. But this politics, 
which is sovereignty and omnipotence, develops only on the ground 
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of catastrophe, of 'a discussion of the state of emergency, and makes 
it the most important function of the Prince to avert this'.23 It is a 
vicious circle of the political, where absolute power rises up on the 
basis of catastrophes, in order to avert catastrophe. 

Unlike all legalist philosophies, and unlike the system of modem 
reason which has seen the state as the site of human emancipation -
of the move from 'savagery' to 'civil' nature, 'contract' or reason -
the logic of power in baroque drama encompasses its despotic­
worldly reality. Here the truth of history lies no longer on the side of 
law, norm or regulation, but, on the contrary, in the violence of a 
sovereignty that asserts itself to the extreme in states of emergency 
in which the political relation is laid bare as one of 'war' . 

The side of the imaginary. In the face of such power, the total or 
totalizing world of 'beautiful syntheses' breaks into fragments. It is 
the endless fragmentation of allegory as frozen portrait of horror, as 
enactment of an ultimate difference which displays a world of ruins 
and materially represents the dead and suffering body. Thus if it is 
true, as Louis Marin has shown, that against the state sovereign of 
the seventeenth century Thomas More's utopia wrote a picture into 
discourse - a political image of desire and happiness alien to all 
ownership, to anything one's own and to any appropriation - then 
we could say that allegory shows in the black of destructive 
dispossession what utopianism paints in red, or pink. It follows that 
state power and state reason are twofold: life instinct (desire) and 
death instinct (allegorical ruin). 

Benjamin sets out to theorize this imaginary. In the chapter on 
'Allegory and Trauerspiel', he polemicizes against a whole philos­
ophy of art, dominated by the Romantic tradition, which sees the 
primacy of the symbol in the 'manifestation of an idea' , 'the unity of 
the material and the transcendental object', the language of the 
Infinite.24 In fact, with the remarkable - and much remarked -
exception of Schlegel , for whom allegory was 'the centre of the play 

. and of poetic appearance' ,  Romanticism was 'foreign to allegorical 
expression in its original' (baroque or even medieval) form. It went 
along with classical prejudices against the baroque, and above all 
with that opposition between allegory and symbol which, in Ben­
jamin's view, formed the real starting-point for the negative 
appreciation of allegory. According to this opposition, which goes 
back to Goethe's article of 1797 'On the Objects of the Figurative 
Arts' , allegory moves from the 'abstract' general to the particular by 
means of directly conscious signification: it is therefore utilitarian, 
conventional and impoverished, since it merely embodies well­
known ideas such as Justice or Truth. The symbol, on the other 
hand, which moves from the particular to the general, is image 
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(BUd) : inexhaustible, infinite, intuitive thought, caught in the 
opaqueness and irreducibility of a signifier in which the Infinite 
'becomes finite, .25 

With regard to the dual classical and Romantic tradition, Ben­
jamin embarks upon a real aesthetic and gnoseological reversal by 
linking up with the whole baroque practice of allegory as indirect 
language. Far from being the mere embodiment of an abstract idea, 
allegory is 'emotional writing' which proceeds through figuration 
(Bild) and thereby suppresses all the mediations and correlations 
between the extremes, between figure and meaning. Allegory 
makes its appearance only where there are 'depths which separate 
visual being from meaning, .26 J\li1h�..lanKu.age Qf alomand_hrQken 
world, the representation of the unrepresentable, allegory fix�s 
dr�l!.I!l� b)' laying bare reality. 'The function of baroque iconography 
is not so much to-unveil material objects as to strip them naked. m 
Through a veritable fragmentation of image, line, graphic art and 
even language, it bre�!cs up reality and represent� time by hiero­
glyphs and enigmas. It is like the angelic interpreter of the inhuman. 
As in Klee and Kafka, it brings on stage the reverse side of assertive 
humanism: 'the individual can appear here only in the form of 
enigma' . In contrast to medieval symbolism or the beautiful totality 

/ of future classicism, allegory anticipates the role of shock, montage 
and distancing in the twentieth-century avant-garde: it shatters its 
object and fixes reality by a kind of alienation effect similar -to- the 
logic of the unconscious. 'The deep perception of allegory trans­
forms things and works into writing that stirs the emotions [erregende 
Schrift] . . . .  In the field of allegorical intuitIOn the image is a 
fragment, a rune. ,28 With the amorphous fragment petrified like a 
dream, allegory offers for interpretation its own inescapable ambiv­
alence: 'The basic characteristic of allegory . . .  is ambiguity, 

..; multiplicity of meaning. ,29 
SUcll" "writing 'that stirs the emotions' completely overflows the 

linguistic order, for it expresses mourning as feeling. But 'how can 
mourning as feeling find access to the linguistic order of art?,30 -
unless it is through the gap between the natural sound of the 
signifying voice and that other thing which, as we have seen, 
characterizes the 'cry' of modern man and the 'song' of the Angel: 
namely, music. In the endless Trauerspiel cycle of metamorphoses, 
natural sound tends towards music and 'the contrast between sound 
and signification remains something ghostly and terrible' .  31 

This fragmenting of language and representation gives rise to 
profane appreciation of the Now which is characteristic of allegory: 
that is, an unprecedented cultural shift in the relations between 
visible and invisible , tangible and non-tangible . The 'complemen-
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tary world' of theology is certainly in evidence, but it is already 
subordinated to the power of the present, imprisoned by the play of 
images, confronted with a death that knows no immediate redemp­
tion: 'The mystical instant (Nu) becomes the 'now' (Jetzt) . >32 
Indeed, the whole of nature may be personalized but it can never 
become internalized: it is there, devoid of a soul , condemned to be a 
'dead object' for all eternity. Hence 'melancholy immersion' is a 
'bottomless pit' , even if it is saved at the last moment by a 
supernatural force.33 Q�.�l:! bodies, ageing body, female body, 
corpse-body, martyr-body or. ghost-bodies: life is never produced 
except when 'seen from the point of view of death' ; as if 'the 
allegorization of the physis can only be carried through in all its 
vigour in respect of the corpse'. 34 

Long before modern art, then, allegory testified to the preeminence 
of the fragment over the whole, of a destructive principle over a 
constructive principle, of feeling, as the excavation of an absence, 
over reason as domination. Only the fragment is capable of showing 
that the logic of bodies, feeling, life and death does not coincide 
with the logic of Power, nor with that of the Concept. What are 
represented in it are precisely the silent (hence music) , the new 
(even if in death), the 'uncontrollable' and profoundly ungovern­
able catastrophes which, as it were, stage the very action of 
representation. 

Allegory thus consigns reality to a permanent antinomy, a game 
of the illusion of reality as illusion, where the world is at once valued 
and devalued. Hence the peculiar seductiveness of the baroque: the 
primacy of the aesthetic - of appearances and play - joins up with 
metaphysical wretchedness on the ground of grief or melancholy. 
The metaphor of the world as theatre expresses this specific 
temporality of the baroque, an almost choreographic or 'panoramic' 
temporality, in Cysarz's expression that Benjamin makes his own. 
In this eternal reflecting of appearances one ubiquitous yet already 
distant spectator reigns supreme: God. But the gulf between reality 
and illusion cannot be bridged: theatre now knows itself to be 
theatre. 

This explains the 'mule track' which, bypassing the 'sublime and 
fruitless mountains of classicism' , leads directly from medieval and 
baroque drama to Brecht. In epic theatre, the interruption of the 
flow of things also becomes a kind of distancing, a refusal of 
identification: 'This discovery (alienation) of conditions takes place 
through the interruption of happenings. ,35 

In the seventeenth century, however, the analytic of represen­
tation was still caught up in the language of things. The perceptible 
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world, however profaned and destroyed by the allegorical vision, 
continued to refer as appearance or dream to a theological 
'elsewhere' which signified it. The imaginary objectified itself in 
exteriority. Only later, with the fragmentation of the world as an act 
of thought and imagination - in German Romanticism, Nietzsche 
and Baudelaire - did allegory come to speak of the forgotten, of the 
buried dead, of the female hidden in the ground. As Benjamin put 
it: 

Melancholy bears a different character, however, in the nineteenth 
century from that which it bore in the seventeenth. The key figure of the 
older allegory is the corpse. The key figure of the later allegory is the 
'souvenir' [Andenken). The souvenir is the schema of the transformation 
of the commodity into a collector's item.36 

The Baudelairean break in modernity makes of the uncanny, 
which was already at work in German Romanticism, the generative 
figure of the archaeology of modernity. But meanwhile, between 
The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1928) and the materialist 
approach to Baudelaire, Benjamin's work underwent a philo­
sophical recasting which led to a 'theory of historical knowledge' . 
Of course, already in 1924 Benjamin had espoused a communist 
praxis ,  under the influence of Lukacs's History and Class Conscious­
ness and of a Latvian revolutionary, Asja Lacis, who was a specialist 
in children's theatre, a colleague of Piscator and a friend of Brecht. 
But it was only after 1928 that the 'historical materialist' trans­
formation took place in his methodology of the imaginary. From 
then on, the 'metaphysical images' of the Trauerspiel transmuted 
into 'dialectical images', and catastrophe into a fragmented writing 
of catastrophe. 
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BAUDELAIREAN S PACE 

A Modern Baroque 

Throughout his life Benjamin had a special relationship to Baude­
laire, one of theoretical-historical understanding and personal 
fascination or projection. This is especially apparent in what was 
intended as his magnum opus, the Passagen-Werk or Arcades 
project. Begun in 1927, it was continually restarted and supple­
mented by other essays: 'Paris - the Capital of the Nineteenth 
Century' (1935) , 'The Paris of the Second Empire' (1938) , 'On 
Some Motifs in Baudelaire' (1939), a collection of fragments 
entitled 'Central Park',  and a philosophical section sketched out in 
'Theses on the Philosophy of History' (1940). The project as a 
whole points to an archaeological summa of the modernity which 
opened in the middle of the nineteenth century. As Benjamin 
conceived it, a critical-social interpretation of Baudelaire, using 
the circuitous approach of Umwege to decipher the experiences 
deposited in his oeuvre, would throw light on the forms of 
modernity at work in Haussmann's Paris, in the architecture of the 
'Paris arcades', the spread of fashion and photography, and the new 
modes of seeing and living - myths and realities - characteristic of 
the big city. The ancient and the modem were constantly inter­
twined in Benjamin's 'only constructive conception of history': 'The 
modem: the masses; the ancient: the city Paris . , 1 

Such dialectical images are, as it were, immobilized in 'dream­
images' (Traumbildern) which pass beyond unresolved contradic­
tions and already indicate points of rupture with a newly installed 
system. The materialist aesthetic of modernity can therefore co­
incide only with a turning-point where the imaginary - the un­
conscious modes of seeing - is thrown into confusion by 
technological developments and the 'mass' dimension of all reality. 
Hence the return in force of allegory and its great female myths: 
Angel , prostitute, lesbian. Benjamin, who was perfectly aware of 
this intransigence imposed on him by the theme of Baudelaire, 
wrote to Adorno: 'I have my Christian Baudelaire carried to 
Heaven by purely Jewish angels . ,2 
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It is in fact with Baudelaire, after Poe, that the very notion of 
modernity appears in all the richness of its aesthetic and philosophi­
cal articulations. With him begins that 'long suffering of the eye' of 
which Hofmannsthal spoke: a new definition of 'modern beauty' 
bound up with the uncanny and horrifying; a new consciousness of 
temporality and memory; a new status for the de sanctified poet, 
bereft of any cultural aura and delivered to the fetishism of the 
market. This revolution opened a dangerous gulf between literature 
and life, provoking the 'impoverishment anxiety' of melancholia 

. (Freud) and the alternating process of 'centralization and vaporiz-
ation of the ego' (Baudelaire).3 

Thus, in Le Peintre de la vie moderne Baudelaire unhesitatingly 
asserted that 'the pleasure we derive from the representation of the 
present is due not only to the beauty in which it may be dressed but 
also to its quality of being present.,4 This Jetztzeit of the present 
requires 'a rational and historical theory,5 of the beautiful that will 
welcome the relative, the transitory and the circumstantial, all the 
strangeness peculiar to the 'new passions' that Baudelaire analysed 
in Poe: in other words, the 'death instinct', that 'primitive, irresist­
ible force' ,  is 'natural Perversity' .  

This humanity, caught between 'childhood regained' and the 
'professional passion of embracing the crowd', now finds its pleasure 
in the stamp of the time, in the new, in modernity. 'Modernity is the 
fleeting and transitory, that half of art whose other half is the eternal 
and immutable. '  Like all beauty, this present which emerges in the 
constant novelty of fashion, world exhibitions or painting salons 
carries 'its share of inevitable, synthetic, infantile barbarism'.  

At the height of the nineteenth century, then, Baudelaire's 
caesural critique of the idea of progress inaugurates a veritable duel 
between a will to see everything and a will to see something different 
in a different way, to interrupt through spleen the flow of time and 
to operate what Agamben calls an 'appropriation of unreality' .  6 
Henceforth the creative experience of writing will be this 'duel in 
which every artist is engaged and in which he "screams with fright 
before he is vanquished" ' .  7 . 

T(L\Vi�h to see ev�thing with this securing eye of the city­
dweller, of fIle jftJneur who is prey to the heaped proliferation of 
images - that is to condemn oneself to see nothing. Baudelaire's 
eyes can no longer apprehend the aura of the work, its profound hic 
et nunc. 'What is involved here is that the expectation roused by the 
look of the human eye is not fulfilled. Baudelaire describes eyes of 
which one is inclined to say that they have lost their ability to 100k. ,8 
Such eyes are too glued to what can be seen nearby, to fetishistic 
objects, to the phantasmagoria of big stores ,  world exhibitions and 
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the . crowd; they are unlooking eyes, ever on the look-out for 
something new which is also always-the-same and therefore a 
deception. This unlooking gaze marks a turning-point: the end of 
the heroisms of old and the appearance of a 'modern heroism' in the 
face of the world. Commenting on Baudelaire, Benjamin adds: 'For 

)he modem hero is no hero; he acts heroes. Modem heroism turns 
out to be a Trauerspiel in which the hero's part is available . '9 

Modernism is thus not only an aesthetic position towards life in 
which the poet avoids spleen by acting out all the roles: jliineur, 
apache or dandy. For this loss of reality, which makes experience 
ever emptier and reality itself ever more impenetrable, has a social 
substratum in the commodity and the ambiguity of big cities. 

Benjamin redeploys Marx's notion of 'commodity fetishism' -
generalized subordination of an evanescent use-value to a reified yet 
visible exchange-value - as a kind of matrix-image of the imaginary 
with which to grasp more clearly a historical structure of the mode of 
seeing. The modem is 'a store of dialectical images' bearing 
contradictions which are capable of development but which are now 
frozen in 'dream images' . Neither 'reflections' , nor Jungian arche­
types, nor the mimetic representation of an already present reality, 
these images call for a 'Freudianiz!ltiQn' -Of the .oommOOit.y- hiero-

- r" g!yph that will stretch into the most remote, the most infra­
conscious and micrological regions of existence. 

Thus in order to see properly - to rediscover a 'stranger relation­
ship' which can no longer be based on religion or tradition - it is 
necessary to interrupt through a shock the temporal alienation of 
seriality, of the ever-different and ever-the-same. Benjamin would 
find this shock again in surrealist or Brechtian montage, as the 
practice of any 'modem' avant-garde. But it is already 'poetic 
principle in Baudelaire: the fantasque escrime [fantastic fencing] of 
the city of the tableaux parisiens wpich is no longer home. It is 
theatre and quite foreign. , 10 By introducing a theatrical distance, 
the forcible entry of shock suddenly shatters what -eeJl.ill!!tin.c�ll� 
'the empathy [EinfUhlungl ofJhe soul with .the corrtQ1Qdity', which is 
common to the new historical characters of the big city: jliineur, 
collector, forger, gambler, prostitute .u 

This interruption that shock produces in the flow of time is 
nothing other than spleen. 'Spleen is that feeling which corresponds 
to catastrophe in permanence. , 12 In this sombre tete-a-tete of the 
subject with himself, the time of seriality, 'progress' and the early 
culture industry is interrupted or immobilized. It becomes memory, 
quintessence of history: spleen inaugurates a time that is 'outside 
history, as is that of the memoire involontaire' . 13 This is why, unlike 
in the baroque where death and the abyss were objectified, death is 
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internalized in Baudelairean spleen. 'Baroque allegoI}'....£e.eS. the 
c9rp�e _ Qnly from the outside. Baudelaire sees it also from the 
insi<k. , 14 The baroque becomes modern. 

To h�v� !!t��orpse in�id� o!les�lt:::- a radically disturbing novelty 
which demolishes the acquired certainties of the 'subject' - is also to 
do violence to oneself, to become victim and executioner, seer and 
seen. 

To interrupt the course of the world - this is Baudelaire's deepest wish. 
The wish of Joshua. Not so much a prophetic wish; for he did not think 
much of change. From this wish sprang his violence, his impatience and 
his anger. . . . Out of this wish came the encouragement with which he 
accompanied Death in his works. 15 
This desire marks an epoch and a break. Baudelaire, like 

Nietzsche and the late Blanqui of L' Eternite par les astres, 16 takes 
his stand against the philosophies of progress of his time, saturated 
with triumphant positivism and industrialism - the great 'heresy of 
decrepitude' .  Against them he asserts quite a different conception 
of time: eternal recurrence, which 'makes novelty appear in the 
perpetual cycle of the same, and the perpetual cycle of the same 
within the new' . 17 This strange theoretical troika (Baudelaire, 
Nietzsche, Blanqui) is for Benjamin constitutive of a new modernity 
born out of the contradictions of progress. Thus 'it is to be 
demonstrated with every possible emphasis that the idea of eternal 
recurrence intrudes into the world of Baudelaire, Blanqui and 
Nietzsche at approximately the same moment. , 18 

Eternal recurrence is simply the mad 'attempt to link the two 
antinomic principles of happiness with each other: namely, that of 
eternity and that of the once again', 19 in a new heroism adequate to 
a world 'without God' and to the devaluation of values. Baudelaire 
opens this epoch by displaying the productive and destructive force 
of one alienated man. Shot through with this contradiction,  he is 
truly the 'lord of antitheses' ,  the one who can become 'only the 
secret agent of his own class' , through a kind of rebel1ion that is less 
'ideological' than lodged in the depths of the unconscious. He is a 
secret agent because he is'a double agent. Socially and politically he 
speaks not only for those at the bottom but also for those at the top: 
he wishes, as he himself said, 'to feel the revolution from both 
sides' .1o It is a historical, and also psychic, duplicity in which Eros 
and Thanatos are placed side by side. Baudelaire like Satan has a 
'dual aspect' (ein Doppelgesicht)?1 

Two sides, two aspects, two political positions: the double of 
ambiguity haunts the infinite play of correspondences, transmuting 
all the figures of allegory into memory. 'The souvenir [Andenken] is 
the relic secularized. The souvenir is the complement of lived 



78 AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF MODERNITY 

experience [Erlebnis] . In it the increasing self-alienation of the 
person who inventories his past as dead possession is distilled.m 
Thus allegory finally discovers all its depths of forgetting and being 
forgotten, its true destructive principle, its 'most precious booty': 
woman .23 It is precisely she, the woman-prostitute, who is em­
bodied in the poem 'Allegorie' in Les Fleurs du mal: 

Elle ignore I'Enfer et Ie Purgatoire 
Et quand I'heure viendra d'entrer dans la Nuit noire, 
Elle regardera La face de La Mort, 
Ainsi qu'un nouveau-ne, - sans haine et sans remords.24 

Only woman and the (crying) new-born child are capable of such 
knowledge of the black night. The feminine in Baudelaire's imagin­
ation is all dark abyss, primal womb: 

Tout est abime 
Action, desire, reve.25 

But this feminine bearing the uncanny is precisely an Angel , 
dispenser alternately of perfume and poison, seraphic and hell­
black by turns. At any event it is enigma and otherness: 

Et dans cette nature etrange et symbolique 
OU I'ange in viole se mele au sphinx antique.26 

This Baudelairean ambivalence seems to criss-cross all the great 
Christian myths, whether woman is - as in Wagner - Angel or 
Beast, Madonna or Salome, sterile Virgin or Whore, indestructible 
Venus or Redemptress, Damned or Saved. But we should not be 
led astray by this into a religious interpretation of Baudelaire, or 
into simple denunciation of an ideological misogyny which is 

. certainly always there. For this male feminine - which the nine­
teenth century put on show, and phptographed, in the shape of the 
bodies of hysterics and other women at the Salpetriere clinic27 - was 
actually vaunted by Baudelaire: 'I am cultivating my hysteria with 
pleasure. '  Besides, it loaded him with peculiar sufferings and 
constraints, as he wrote of himself in a letter to his mother: 'The 
doctor says hysteria! Hysteria ! You must master yourself, force 
yourself to walk. '  

In  overcoming this hystericization of the male body of the written 
work, Baudelaire ends in something very close to panic anxiety 
about the sexed body of women, alternately felt to be sublime and 
profane. The cultural and existential anxiety is so radical that, in a 
break with a whole philosophical tradition since Plato, he places the 
feminine in a relationship not to nature but to culture, or, more 
precisely, to the distance introduced by culture : make-up, artifice, 
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fashion, apologia for a modem urban beauty. Everything is called 
upon to re-mark and re-present a difference between the sexes that 
has been brutally changed by industrialization, female labour and 
the emergence of feminism (Flora Tristan, George Sand) . 

It is so radical, in fact, that the allegorical image of prostitution 
invades everything: 

Angels: 'And so, the wandering declasse women, those who have 
had some lovers and are called angels, in recognition and gratitude 
for the glittering inadvertence, light of chance in their existence. '  

Art: 'What is  art: prostitution?' 
God: 'The most prostituted being is the being par excellence: God.' 
Everywhere Baudelaire's obsession with prostitution inscribes an 

ambivalent male imaginary (angel or beast) . Benjamin sees in this 
the anguish of male impotence, 'the calvary of the melancholic' .  But 
above all, in analysing Baudelaire's sexual and satanic language, he 
deciphers a different, 'critical and non-metaphysical' language, the 
conversion of women's bodies into mass-produced objects to be 
placed on show. 

One of the arcana which has fallen to prostitution only with the 
development of the metropolis, is the masses. Prostitution opens up the 
possibility of a mythical communion with the masses. . . .  In the 
prostitution of the metropolis the woman herself becomes an article that 
is mass-produced. It is this wholly new imprint of life in the metropolis 
which gives Baudelaire's reception of the dogma of original sin its real 
meaning.28 

There is thus an analogy between the status of art without aura 
and that of woman as 'commercialized' sex-object, so that the 
destructive principle driving all allegory finds its truth only in 
confronting the female body and reactivating the 'great myths' 
through their destruction. 'The motif of the androgyne, the lesbian 
or the barren woman is to be dealt with in relation to the destructive / 
violence of the allegorical intention. ,29 Once again, unlike other 
literary depictions of the lesbian, Baudelaire's image breaks new 
ground by portraying her as 'the heroine of modernity' , the 'protest 
of "the modem" against the technological' .w In 'The Paris of the 
Second Empire in Baudelaire' , Benjamin discusses this 'heroine' in 
connection with the Saint-Simonian cult of the androgyne, even 
adopting certain analyses of Claire Demar on the 'feminine' content 
of utopias.31 Nevertheless, Baudelaire never understood the social 
or personal question of female homosexuality. He was always 
divided between praise and criticism, trapped within a 'contradic­
tory orientation': 'He had room for her within the framework of 
modernism, but he did not recognize her in reality. >32 The lesbian 
was a victim of bourgeois pressure, but Baudelaire was also uneasy 
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about the shifting frontiers between male and female - as if the 
'masculinization' of woman was connected to his own hysterical 
'feminization' .  On the horizon were that 'extraordinary androgyne' 
Madame Bovary, and the great myths of modernism: Salome or 
Lulu. 

At the heart of this archaeology of modernity, in the unconscious 
depths of seeing, the feminine is therefore throwing established 
identities into confusion. Perhaps we could see the Angel as the 
symptom, buried in a 'scene of writing,33 in which Benjamin, after 
Baudelaire, was himself an actor. 
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TH E S PACE OF WRITING 

The Angel and the 'Scene' of Writi ng : I n  
the 'Pr imeval Fo rest' (Urwald) 

1939-1940 

It is October 1939. Interned as a German emigre in a camp at 
Nevers, Benjamin is already smitten by the 'horrible catastrophe' 
that will lead him to suicide. On the night of the 11th-12th he has 'a 
dream of such beauty' that he immediately writes it down in a letter 
to Gretel Adorno. 1 For 'after this dream I could not sleep for hours, 
out of happiness' .  It is a strange dream of intense, elegiac happi­
ness, in which the figures of a true 'scene of writing' take shape 
through the 'primeval forest' - 'emotional writing' characteristic of 
allegory and close to Freud's figurative writing (Bildschrift). 

Benjamin narrates that he was in the company of Doctor Dausse 
(who had cured him of malaria) and that, having left some other 
people, they found themselves at an excavation site. Almost at the 
level of the ground: 'Couches of a strange kind, the length of the 
sarcophagi' .  But in fact, 'in half kneeling down, I realized that we 
were softly sinking into it as in a bed' . It was all 'covered with moss 
or ivy', so that 'the whole thing resembled a forest' .  Suddenly the 
view changes: the forest becomes like a 'nautical construction' and 
'on the deck . . .  were three women with whom Dausse was living'. 
This sight does not disturb him any more than 

the discovery that I made at the very moment when I was leaving my hat 
on a grand piano. It was a real straw hat, a panama that I had inherited 
from my father. As I was ridding myself of it, I was struck by a wide 
fissure that had appeared in the upper part . . .  with traces of red on the 
edges. 

Then follow a number of events linked with women. The first of 
these women, a graphology expert, is particularly unsettling for the 
dreamer. 'I feared that some of my intimate traits might thereby be 
disclosed. I drew closer. What I saw was a fabric covered with 
images. ' The only writing he can distinguish on it is the upper part of 
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the letter D ,  the more 'spiritual' part. Some conversations then take 
place about this writing, and Benjamin retains a clear textual and 
oral memory. At a certain moment he said the words: 'The point 
was to change some poetry into a scarf.' But 

scarcely had I said these words than something very intriguing happened. 
I noticed that among the women was a very beautiful one lying in bed. 
When she heard my explication she had a brief movement like a flash of 
lightning . . .  and drew aside a tiny piece of the blanket . . . .  But what 
she wanted to show me was not her body but the pattern of the sheet, 
which displayed imagery similar to that which I had had to write many 
years ago when giving a present to Dausse. I knew very well that the lady 
was making that movement. But what told me this was a kind of 
supplementary vision. For the eyes of my body were elsewhere and I could 
not at all make out what the sheet had fleetingly thrown open to me. 

End of dream, insomnia, intense happiness. 
On the one side, then, is the paternal legacy of the old, discarded 

panama hat, covered with red traces and feminized at its 'wide 
fissure' . But on the other side there are the forest (Urwald) of 
bottomless anxiety, the water, the fissure itself and the red traces, 
the bed so reminiscent of death and sarcophagi, the fear of revealing 
his 'most intimate' traits to a female handwriting expert, the body of 
a 'very beautiful' woman revealed in a flash but not actually seen. 
On this other side, two women show twice in a flash - in a shock -
what the dreamer does not wish to see but already knows because of 
'supplementary vision'. His bodily eyes are elsewhere. Where an 
image-covered fabric and then a blanket-sheet present themselves, 
he in his wildly intense happiness can read only the 'spiritual' part of 
the letter D ,  and then the memory of an old piece of writing. Above 
all, like the Angel who sings for a moment, he has this to say about 
it all: 'Change some poetry into a scarf. ' 

He therefore prefers the red traces to the traces of writing, as if 
the writing-body of elsewhere could exist only through this bloody 
profanation, this male-constrained denial of the perceived body of 
the mother or woman. These 'arche-traces', as Derrida calls them, 
here represent a primal scene of incest, an act of violence commit­
ted where web and text cross over. As Benjamin writes in an article 
on Proust: 'The Latin word textum means 'web'. No one's text is 
more tightly woven than Marcel Proust's. ,2 It is a web of memories 
in which oblivion and the intermittency of recollection are 'the 
reverse of the continuum of memory, the pattern on the back side of 
the tapestry, .3 In the same article he defines Proust's writing 
position: 'the sickbed on which Marcel Proust consecrates the 
countless pages which he covered with his handwriting, holding 
them up in the air' . 4 Foliage of trees - forest leaves. 
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But the red traces remain indelible on the father's hat , and the 
yawning depths of the primeval 'forest' ,  which the castrating axe of 
reason must avoid looking at, return as a source of anxiety. It is the 
immemorial which is being repeated - the extremity, the catas­
trophe which has always happened before. Such is that 'suffering of 
the eye' which determines the writing, that site of non-power where 
the imaginary originates. Indeed, Benjamin could write to Adorno: 
'I find the root of my "theory of experience" in a memory from 
childhood. ,5 Thus, with the loss of lived experience in modernity 
and the removal of the subject's control and sovereignty, only the 
'redemption of the past' (die Rettung der Vergangenheit) can 
provide the basis for genuine experience (Erfahrung) . Benjamin 
remarks elsewhere that 'Proust's distinction �een involuntary 
and voluntary recollection' is not unlike Freud's differentiation in 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle between memory traces and con­
sciousness.6 Memoire in,!p]!!!ltaire, in which 'the past is reflected in 
the baptismal mirror of the present' , offers by itself an eternity of 
intoxication or happiness - by chance, in an instant, a flash, a shock. 
It is power over the imagination, image, for its imaginary belongs 
precisely to the order of 'non-mastery' (chance). What constantly 
reappears in Proust is 'the image, which alone is able to satisfy his 
curiosity, or rather to assuage his nostalgia' . 7 

Benjamin's dream brings us back to a primal scene where the 
oneiric structure supports the play of text/web, sex/writing, 'seeing! 
not-seeing' the naked female body. Do we not find here the 
uncanniness of writing, the modern beyond all humanisms, the 
'study of the frontier area defined by Kraus and, in another way, by 
Kafka' which 'preoccupies me [Benjamin] a great deal'?8 Is this not 
the site where what Maurice Blanchot calls 'subjectivity without a 
subject', the 'non-human side of man' , is revealed? However, this 
frontier area always includes its limjts in memory, and its risk of 
straying into the madness of thought. Between the Baudelaire of 
metropolitan Paris and the Benjamin of the 'Berlin Chronicle' there 
is much more than a methodological affinity: there is the same 
bewilderment, the same disarrangement of the subject, the same 
labyrinth. 

Not to find one's way in a city may well be uninteresting and banal. . . .  
But to lose oneself in a city - as one loses oneself in a forest - that calls for 
quite a different schooling. . . .  Paris taught me this art of straying; it 
fulfilled a dream that had shown its first traces in the labyrinths on the 
blotting pages of my school exercise books. ,9 

After the web, the blotting paper; after the forest, the city. But 
always a dream, the first , eternally repeated dream: a set of traces, a 
labyrinth, the triple cipher of the writing of sexuality and those 
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without a name. For the labyrinth 'is the home of the hesitant. The 
path of someone shy of arrival at a goal easily takes the form of a 
labyrinth. 'to It is the home of the sexual drive 'in those episodes 
which precede its satisfaction' ,  the home too of 'humanity (the 
social class) which does not wish to know what will become of it' Y 

The traces of blood, writing and social architecture deposited in 
the city re-enact this famous 'frontier area' . Is the key perhaps the 
Angel's stage, that Jewish Ariadne's thread? Is it not up to the 
Angel to rediscover that space of Klee, where very early Benjamin 
sought the juncture of (traditionally separated) figures and signs, 
the equivalent of a lost Adamic language? 

May 1933 

In a semi-delirious state, doubtless brought on by malaria, Ben­
jamin writes two versions of a particularly enigmatic text, 'Agesilaus 
Santander' , which Scholem has deciphered as an anagram of 
Angelus SatanasY This time, there is no question of the boundless 
intensity of rediscovered happiness, but rather of a Saturnian angel 
and a thoroughly Baudelairean melancholy. The New Angel returns 
as a 'picture on the wall' - in terms identical to those we find in 
earlier texts - sings for a moment the praises of God and then 
dissolves into nothingness. As with Klee's Angel, its features 'had 
nothing about them resembling the human' .  This actor of the non­
human appeals to a future which already exists at the beginning, one 
from which it 'hopes for nothing new' . But above all, the picture on 
the wall reveals its true nature as androgynous angel. 

For in taking advantage of the circumstance that I came into the world 
under the sign of Saturn - the planet of slow rotation, the star of 
hesitation and delay - the Angel sent its feminine form, after the 
masculine reproduced in the picture, by way of the longest, most fatal 
detour, even though both were so very much adjacent to each other. 13  

Scholem deciphered here Benjamin's unhappy love for the 
'angels' Jula Coho and Asja Lacis, while Benjamin himself saw in it 
the figure of separation from all the persons and things that he 
loved. But these readings do not exhaust the allegory of the angelic, 
androgynous and bisexual , actor. The felicity it promises is now 
joined to 'that bliss of the "once more" , the having again, the 
Iived' . 14 Separation - death - appears as the sum of all Benjamin's 
extra-territorialities: exile from things, persons and a problematic 
national identity; the accumulated impossibles of Jew, German, 
Marxist, anti-fascist, caught up in the writing of modernity. In short, 
'the end is in the beginning' . 
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But this lightning shock, in which the two figures and aspects of 
the Angel recombine, also says something else: that there can be 
femaleness in the divine and the angelic/satanic; that, in keeping 
with a long kabb_alistic tradition quite unlike that of Christianity, 
God is fe_minized and almost bisexualized. In contrast to the 
traditional Jewish Oedipus saturated with law and symbolism -
which Benjamin found unappealing in Kafka - the God of the 
kabbalah is not. This non-existence or ain, this 'no thing', this divine 
nothingness has a reason for existence only in its own scopic desire: 
'God wanted to see God. '  And what is this fabulous pleasure of a 
self-seeing nothing, if not the female side of God - of a godhead 
marked by the disappearance of his Name - which is peculiar to 
negative theology and various forms of heterodoxy? As Lacan puts 
it: 'Why not interpret a side of the other, the side of God, as 
supported by female jouissance?,15 Indeed, why should the other 
jouissance not be the great metaphor of the Other? 

Now, in judaicizing the gnosticism of southern France, the 
kabbalah went so far as to bisexualize God. If God has no existence 
except in his emanations or powers - the ten sefiroth - in the Zohar 
the ninth and tenth sefiroth are identified with the feminine. The 
ninth, Yesod, consists in the union of male and female forms, in the 
secrecy (sod) which is essence and ground; while the tenth, the 
famous Shekhinah or 'presence of God' to which Benjamin refers 
on several occasions, is at once 'wife, mother and daughter of God'. 
This curious diffraction of the godhead, which was not without its 
influence on Fliess or even Freud, is given special emphasis by 
Scholem. 'The discovery of a feminine element in God, which the 
Kabbalists tried to justify by gnostic exegesis, is of course one of the 
most significant steps they toOk. '16 

In this feminization and bisexualization of God, the historical 
cycle of the divine is interpreted as' God's exile from himself, the 
trace of a separation where feminine and masculine have diverged as 
a r.esult of human sinfulness. The split establishes an upper and a 
lower, a female and a male, which the final redemption will reunite 
by putting together the two aspects of divine androgyny, 'for the 
love of God and his Shekhinah'. The end is also in the beginning . . . . 

But the beginning, like the repetition and the return, cannot . 
avoid the threads of language and symbolism, of a relationship to 
the Name as primordial sign and writing. 'Every word - and 
language as a whole - is onomatopoeic. '  The concept of non-sensory 
resemblance holds the key which enables us fully to elucidate this 
thesis. Non-sensory representation condemns language to allegori­
cal representation. And an allegory is precisely what we find in 
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'Agesilaus Santander'. For the New Angel's appearance on the wall 
is due to a family scene which concerns the Name in a disturbed 
heredity/filiation. Benjamin relates that when he was born, the 
thought came to his parents that he might perhaps become a writer. 
Because of the prevalence of anti-semitism, they gave him two 
secret names which might one day serve as pseudonyms to disguise 
his Jewish identity . Walter Benjamin was actually called: Walter 
Benedix-Schonflies-Benjamin. The family scenario of desire had 
inscribed the Mother's name, Schonflies, alongside that of the 
Father. Benjamin further mentions a Jewish custom according to 
which male offspring always had a secret name entered on the 
religious register - a name that was only communicated to them 
when they reached puberty. 

The change of name remained a possibility but it proved to be 
quite illusory. 'The precautions by which they meant to counter fate 
were set aside by the one most concerned.'  Of course, Benjamin did 
go on to become a writer. But although he used various pseudonyms 
(including Ardor, 'flame' , in his youth), he became known as 
'Benjamin'. The other names remained secret, magical , rather as 
the title of this fragment 'Agesilaus Santander' (the name of a king 
of Santander) concealed a secret rebel: Satanas. Furthermore, 
Benjamin had a real passion for anagrams, and he often broke his 
own name down into Anni M. B. In The Origin of German Tragic 
Drama, after quoting Giehlow to the effect that the very word 

. rebus 'originated on the basis of the enigmatic hieroglyphs' of 
Renaissance artists, he establishes a close connection between 
hieroglyphs, anagrams and allegoryY For if allegory fragments 
reality through interruptive violence and so destabilizes it as to 
represent the figure of the corpse, the words, sounds and letters 
which are reduced to signifiers in the anagram are 'emancipated 
from any context of traditional meaning and are flaunted as objects 
which can be exploited for allegorical purposes' . 18 

The bisexual Angel, the secret name of the mother at the core of 
the signifier of writing, may perhaps be thought of as the trace of all 
traces,  as the indicator of a background Name that is heretical vis-a­
vis the dominant paternal filiations - a name as bisexual as the 
Angel. Here are the roots of that scene of writing in which 
Benjamin takes his place together with the subjugated and de­
classed, the working class, those who are precisely 'nameless' . Here 
too the Angel of the 'family novel' links up again with those of 
writing and history. This is doubtless where the fate of Benjamin 
himself plays itself out - Benjamin the writer who carried 'catas­
trophe' as a cipher, the image and thought of that other catastrophe 
which is progress. The end was still in the beginning. 
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Now-Time 

In this journey through the imaginary - picture, allegory, dialectical 
image, phantasm - the Angel has shown us the non-visible or 
unconscious of modernity, something referring to an uncontrollable 
violence which lies beyond and beneath political mediation. In his 
attempt to make unreason dialectical and visible, to penetrate into 
frontier areas with the 'sharpened axe of reason' , Benjamin was 
compelled to bring into play two languages and two worlds. The 
one, political and Marxist, belongs to the dialectic as the site where 
the vision and praxis of the vanquished ceaselessly clash with the 
oppressive sovereignty of the rulers, if only in the silent anonymity 
of a history that is still to be rewritten. 

The other is the complementary world of Kafka or Klee, that of 
the 'theological dwarf' and the Angel. It is non-dialectical: it points 
to the interruption of history, to catastrophe and the non-human 
dehiscence or loss of the subject. It induces us to think the archaic, 
barbaric side of our civilized societies, the 'thing-like tenor' of big 
cities, mass politics, anthill-states and modern bureaucracies. It is 
the prehistory of a history that Marx announced, but for which the 
'weakened power' of Benjamin's messianism went in search. 

The two languages and worlds define a practice of ruptured 
writing consisting of fragments, montage, quotation. As Maurice 
Blanchot puts it in L' Ecriture du desastre, which is not always far 
from Benjamin's writing of catastrophe, 'the fragmentary, more 
than instability (non-fixity) , permits disarray, disarrangement' . 19 
That Benjamin's work is relevant to the problems of modernity, and 
that it is shot through with the metaphor-reality of a by no means 
nameless feminine, says a great deal about the reverse side of 
existing masteries and the certitude of the self-willed humanist 
subject. Female culture is ultimately vniversal culture, which makes 
it possible to confront difference within the self and the other. In 
this respect we should bear in mind Benjamin's words: 

AJI rulers are the heirs of those who conquered before them. Hence, 
empathy with the victor invariably benefits the rulers. Historical material­
ists know what that means. Whoever has emerged victorious participates 
to this day in the triumphal procession in which the present rulers step 
over those who are lying prostrate.20 

This flow of alienated time was what Benjamin sought to 
interrupt by practising a fierce hostility towards anything that lay on 
the side of the established filiations, names and identities, of ruling 
violence and of history subordinated to a vulgar concept of linear, 
continuous, empty time. To that he opposed the project of a 
different history as the construction of now-times: an archaeology of 
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modernity. Its plot would be an ever reopened split between the 
multiplication of visibles, knowledge and information, and the 
barbaric, anti-humanist loss of experience that was its hidden side. 

This split involved a reason that one might call baroque: the 
reason of allegory and the Other, the reason of an unreconciled 
history . To that we are becoming deaf and blind. And Benjamin's 
Angel appears as a symptom of this crisis of perception, this 
rupturing of time. The 'storm blowing from Paradise' is progress 
which perpetually moves into catastrophe, ruin and mutilation. This 
storm has not finished blowing. Benjamin sees in it more than ever 
the alchemy of our contradictions: our now-time. 
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PART TWO 

TH E UTO PIA O F  TH E 
FEM I N I N E 

Benjam i n 's  Trajecto ry. 2 

Women in Baudelaire: the most precious booty in the 'Triumph 
of Allegory' - Life, which means Death. 

'Central Park', p. 39 
The motif of the androgyne, the lesbian or the sterile woman 
should be considered in relation to the destructive violence of the 
allegorical intention . .  

'Central Park', p. 35 
The lesbian is the heroine of modernism. 

'The Paris of the Second Empire', p. 90 
Baudelaire's heroic ideal is androgynous. 

Passagen-Werk, p. 980 
Love directed towards prostitutes is the apotheosis of empathy 
for the commodity. 

Passagen-Werk, p. 637 
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Our second set of quotations all place the feminine in the midst of 
Benjamin's central concepts of allegory, modernity, experience, 
and empathy with the commodity. It illuminates a nodal point in his 
interpretation of Baudelaire, and is itself one of the arcana of 
modernity explored in the Passagen-Werk. This radical focus, 
continually enriched, is a constant feature of Benjamin's writings: 
from the early critique in 1913 of the cultural emptiness of modem 
erotic civilization, in which he notes the lack of any experience of 
women's culture, to the recognition of woman as the allegory of 
modernity deployed in Baudelaire's grand imaginaries (prostitute, 
sterile woman, lesbian, androgyne). To be sure, the theme is never 
taken up head on but is addressed in an indirect, fragmentary 
manner, in the space between concept and metaphor. But more 
than any other it lies hidden beneath the earth, joining the fiction 
. and materialist formulation of reconstructed history with our own 
now-times - as in a labyrinth that has to be passed through again. 

In 'Berlin Chronicle' ,  Benjamin writes that in his Proustian Berlin 
of rediscovered childhood and remembrance - this forest-town, 
labyrinth-town - he encountered 'the haunts of that Ariadne in 
whose proximity [he] learned for the first time (and was never 
entirely to forget), what he would only experience later: love. l  And 
when the labyrinth metaphor invades 'Central Park' and the 
Passagen-Werk, this early engraved memory comes back together 
with the arcana of modernity in the Paris of the Second Empire: 
'With the rise of the great cities prostitution came into possession of 
new secrets. One of these is the labyrinthine character of the city 
itself. The labyrinth, whose image has passed into flesh and blood in 
the jlimeur, appears in new colours with prostitution.'2 

The image moves from the labyrinth of big cities to the labyrinth 
of the commodity, and by no means least is the ultimate labyrinth of 
history - 'the home of the hesitant' - where the sexual drive 'in 
those episodes which precede its satisfaction' curiously meets up 
with 'humanity (the social class) which does not wish to know what 
will become of it' . 3 This 'not knowing' of th� labyrinth defines a 
whole grid of thought in which the feminine, with its symbolic and 
imaginative divisions, finds itself caught up. Should we accept in 
tum that the feminine may today be an Ariadne's thread with which 
to rework those tangled routes? 

For the question of woman really does seem the precise point 
at which the two scenes of Benjamin's work as a historian inter­
sect: the 'sociological' determinations of history (urbanization, 
industrialization, dominance of commodity fetishism) and the idea 
of modernity as phantasmagoria and progressive aesthetic. The new 
imaginaries which burst forth with Baudelaire, originating in 
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nineteenth-century French utopian currents (Saint-Simonism, 
Claire Demar's feminism, various religious sects) and continuing in 
Berg's Lulu or the pubescent flower-women of Jugendstil, are the 
material with which Benjamin reconstructs a whole 'modernist 
regime of the imaginary of women. To use one of his own 
expressions, we might cal1 this a visual unconscious which paral1e1s 
Freud's unconscious of drives. 

There can be no mistake here. The image which has been 
engraved in the jlaneur's, body, Baudelaire's 'passing woman' who 
is merely glimpsed in the haze of big-city intoxication,4 are just 
particular cases of what characterizes modernity as such: the cult of 
images, the secularization/sublimation of fleeting and reproducible 
bodies. The feminine might wel1 be one of these 'primal historical 
forms' (urgeschichtlichen Formen) of the nineteenth century, an 
origin (Ursprung) in which a 'pre-history' and a 'post-history' (Vor­
und Nachgeschichte) , the archaic and the modern, are dialectical1y 
articulated. This would unavoidably point to a new historical regime 
of seeing and 'non-seeing' , of what can and cannot be represented. 

The aim of this section will therefore be to examine again the 
scenographies of this 'primal historical form' ,  to draw something 
like a Trauerspiel of the woman-body of modernity. Certain deter­
minations of Benjamin's notion of 'utopia' or 'a-topia' will be 
discussed in relation to what Maurice Blanchot, in a text on 
Marguerite Duras's La Maladie de la mort, cal1s the 'excess which 
comes with the feminine' ,  or the 'indefinable power of the feminine 
over what seeks to be, or sees itself as, alien to it' . 5 

Rather as in multi-entry baroque spaces with doubled, ambiguous 
perspectives, the 'feminine' might be said to delineate certain 
scenographies of modernity and some of its negative or positive 
utopias: 

1 'Catastrophist' utopia, in its tendency to destroy appearances 
or false totalities - or the female body as al1egory of modernity. 

_ 2 Anthropological utopia: exploration of the subterranean 
(androgynous) history of the nineteenth century, from Saint­
Simon ism to Claire Demar, Ganeau, various sects and Baudelaire . 
Bisexuality is here the matrix of 'anthropological materialism' ,6 
which breaks with the anaemic humanisms of universal man 
(Allmensch) .  

3 Transgressive utopia: the appearance in writing and historical 
praxis of a purely imaginal space (hundertprozentigen Bildraums) 
which convulses established frontiers and forces people to think 
together a number of apparent opposites - catastrophe and 
progress, messianism and Marxism, feminine and masculine, 
novelty and repetition of the same. Here the scene of writing and 
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history might be linked to a reinterpretation of Klee's Angel as it 
appears in the 'Theses on the Philosophy of History' , a 'Jewish' 
angel who is a metaphor for the 'divine androgyny' characteristic of 
messianic currents. 

Notes 

1 .  'Berlin Chronicle', p. 294. 
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5 .  Maurice Blanchot, La Communaute inavouable, Paris: Minuit 1983, p. 87. 
6. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften fGSj V: Passagen-Werk, p. 971 .  
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CATASTROPHIST UTOPIA 

The Fem i n i ne as Al lego ry of Modern ity 

Modernity and the redistribution of feminine and 
masculine 

Baudelaire's work expresses in all its dimensions the symbolic 
redistribution of relations between the feminine and the masculine 
which is characteristic of modernism and of the twofold (socio­
historical and aesthetic) archaeological scene of Benjamin's work as 
historian of nineteenth-century France. On the sociological side 
stands the new status of women in large towns, subject to a certain 
uniformity of the sexes as a result of wage-labour and urbanization. 
This violent insertion of women into the process of commodity 
production destroys traditional differences, whether material 
(differential location) or symbolic. As labour and society assume a 
mass character, women themselves become 'mass articles' and lose 
both their 'natural' qualities (female essence defined by the repro­
duction of life) and their poetic aura, the sublimated idealization of 
Beauty which surrounded Dante's Beatrice. This societal dynamic 
therefore made it essential to redefine the symbolic features 
distinguishing the feminine from the masculine, especially as the 
first part of the nineteenth century witnessed the development of 
early forms of feminism. 

On the aesthetic side, new imaginaries of the female body -
imagined bodies - were already beginning to take shape in the 
lyrical experience of Baudelaire, a 'feminized' poet reeling under his 
own androgyny who had to obey the market like a prostitute .1  The 
integrity of Baudelaire's poetic Ego is exploded by the allegorical 
impulse to destroy the appearances of nature and the social order, 
and by the Saturn ian gaze on a history where alienation develops 
together with the typically modern atrophy of experience (spleen, 
melancholy, ennui, emptiness) .  From now on, it will be subject to 
the same 'loosening of the self' (Lockerung des Ich2) that is 
experienced in the state of intoxication. 
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In his destructive rage at the impotence or 'calvary' of his 
solitude, Baudelaire becomes caught up in all the ambivalences 
(historical,  psychic, poetic) analysed by Benjamin. Discovering his 
own androgyneity, he identifies now with the prostitute as image of 
modernity, now with the lesbian as heroic protester against it. 

The connection between the historical and aesthetic dimensions is 
so close that Benjamin is left in no doubt: 'Baudelaire produces in 
lyricism the figure of the sexual perversion that seeks its object in 
the streets. ,3 Like the poet, woman becomes one of the privileged 
sites of the 'mythic correspondence' within which 'the modern 
technological world and the archaic world of the symbol' now 
operate .4 This intertwining precisely defines a form of modernism 
radically different from the 'ideologies of progress' , one which 
nearly always emerges out of the depths of a crisis :  seventeenth­
century Baroque, Baudelaire, Jugendstil, the Viennese and German 
crisis cultures of the twentieth century. The positions to be adopted 
towards progress and towards 'catastrophe' therefore sharply dis­
tinguish two types of modernism. 

On the one hand, the modernity of progress, derived from the 
grand Hegelian synthesis and lodged in evolutionist and historicist 
interpretations of Marxism, postulates a linear continuum of time, a 
development of culture and productive forces 'without barbarism' ,  
an aesthetic of beautiful classical and Romanesque totalities, a 
vision of history in which a subject, however 'alienated' , gives it 
meaning. On the other hand, for the modernity which Benjamin 
draws out of the Baudelaire-Nietzsche-Blanqui constellation, the 
overcoming of the illusion of totality, system and unicity in history 
makes it necessary to recognize an inescapable truth of catastrophist 
utopianism: namely, the eternal recurrence of barbarism, frag­
mentation and destruction as a critical force . 

. This latter conception of modernity, which I would call 'untimely' 
in Nietzsche's sense of the word unzeitgemiiss, sets itself against the 
stream of modernist and historicist approaches. It bases itself not 
upon a plenitude of meaning, a unified and perfectly intelligible 
history, but upon a loss, an emptiness, a lack - a power of absence 
(as opposed to the immediately 'actual') which links together 
signification and death. Deepening of the experience of spleen, loss 
of aura or nihilist devaluation of values: these non-Hegelian 
negatives inscribe in writing a vacant site which Benjamin associated 
with Baudelaire when he spoke of his construction of 'blank spaces 
which he filled in with his poems' . 5 

The fact that this 'loss of love' in melancholy can express itself in 
the new status of the 'feminine' and its modern allegories, and that it 
is even embodied with all its violence and ambivalence in the figure 
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of the prostitute (from Buchner to Berg, with Baudelaire as an 
important milestone), tells us a great deal about the phantasms 
which haunt it. 

For the prostitute is one of those monads who open themselves 
to the archaeological labour of the reconstruction of history. We 
have already stressed Benjamin's interest in the 'nameless ones' 
(Namenlosen) and the lower depths of history and literature. And 
this constant resolve to 'fix the image of history in the humblest 
crystallizations' will produce a kind of constellation of thoughts and 
images, a chaos of metaphors revolving around that figure of the 
feminine which is the form of the Trauerspiel of modernity. 

The Trauerspiel of the 'prostitute-body' 

The development of big-cit)' Q!ost�t\l!ion as a widespread phenom­
enon giving rise to-leglsfation, which involved the conversion of 
female bodies into articles of mass consumption, expressed a more 
general historical shift that took place in the middle of the 
nineteenth century. This took the form of a crisis of looking: new 
relations between the visible and the invisible, representation of 
the non-representable, and a series of practices and discourses 
engendered by it. More than anything else, the female body is the 
support of this 'archaeology of the look' to which Foucault referred. 
A new stage-setting of bodies now makes them irreducible to their 
geometric visibility and endows them with a coefficient of obscurity 
or mystery. 

This 'deeper' visibility of the female body forms the core of many 
of Benjamin's analyses of make-up, artifice, fashion and the new 
'female fauna, .6 In the most immediate terms , prostitution makes of 
woman a 'mass-produced article' which is displayed as such for 
purchase and consumption in the city streets and then in brothels. 
This 'article' expresses the new correlations between sex and 
labour: the prostitute can demand a price for,her labour at the very 
moment when 'labour becomes prostitution, .7 There is thus much 
more than a superficial historical analogy between a market society 
where everything has a price and the prostitute who charges for 
love-time that becomes ever more an object of accounting, exploit­
ation and profit maximization. Wage-labour and the generalization 
of the commodity mark the 'decline' of the qualitative side of use­
value and difference and their subordination to the abstract uni­
versality of exchange. In the same way, prostitution demonstrates 
the end of aura and the decline (Vertall) of love.8 

In his sketch of a 'political economy' of the prostitute-body, 
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Benjamin traverses the realm of appearances in a way that carries 
him well beyond socio-economic analysis. Prostitution exhibits 'the 
revolutionary character of technology' , so that the seljal and 
serialized body is interchangeable like the body set to work in the 
factory . But it is not just a question of disciplines. In the very 
mechanism of prostitution there is 'an unconscious knowledge of 
man', practised through 'all the nuances of payment' , the 'very 
nuances of loveplay, now familiar, now brutal' .9 Strictly speaking, 
what is bought is not so much pleasure as 'the expression of shame' 
that commands it, 'the fanatical wish for pleasure' in its most cynical 
form. In mass prostitution, which is not limited to prostitutes, new 
and peculiarly modern figures of passion and human existence take 
shape: Eros is linked to Thanatos, love of pleasure to perversion, 
and an apparently Christian language (including in Baudelaire) to 
the language of commodities. 

Here then is one of the Ariadne threads of our labyrinth : male 
desire seeks to immobilize, to petrify the female body. Or, as 
Benjamin writes: 'In the lifeless body which nevertheless offers 
itself for pleasure, allegory is united to the commodity . '  

This union should be understood in  terms of the imaginative and 
symbolic equivalences which Benjamin establishes around the 
'prostitute-body' :  for example, between love for prostitutes, the 
mythic communion specific to big cities, and empathy with com­
modities; or, more crucially, between the new markings of the 
female body, its traces, and the destructive violence of allegory 
which makes of the prostitute a second-degree allegory of 'the 
commodity allegory' . 

Hence the Trauerspiel of the prostituted body organizes itself 
within the dual movement of allegorical violence: disfigurement 
and devaluation of everything real, then its phantasmagoric 
humanization. W.2!!l�!I .. hClS now lost her aura, her religious and 
cultural hic et nunc, her absolute uniqueness, her female body 
betokening a celestial beauty peculiar to love. Beauty no longer 
sees , no longer speaks. Her eyes, like clear, inexpressive mirrors, 
are closed to any sublimated, ideal belief. Beauty has been 
p!!!.!Jied.10 As Baudelaire writes in his poem 'La Beaute': 

Je suis belle, 6 mortels! comme un reve de pierre, 
Et man sein, au chacun s'est meurtri tour a tour, 
Est fait pour inspirer au poete un amour 
Eternel et muet ainsi que La matiere. 1 1  

This dream of stone, this silent, petrified, materialized love, 
recalls Benjamin'S haunting description of allegory as 'image of 
petrified unrest' ,12 as 'petrified, primordial landscape ' . 1 3  It refers us 
to the dual movement affecting the love-object in modernity. 
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Whereas the culture of the Middle Ages knows only an unreal love­
object reflected in fantasy, in what Auerbach calls the figurative 
precisely in connection with Dante, the loss of aura cannot but be a 
dual loss, legible and visible in the scenographies of the feminine. 

On the one hand, it is a loss of that sublimated love linking 
Beauty and Truth which made the figure of woman - Beatrice in the 
Divine Comedy, for example - the mediator of another, more 
'celestial' love. The Beauty of the 'immortals' has thus turned into 
the 'dream of stone' of mortals. On the female bo.dy_the. poetreads 
p're�ariousness, mortality, his own 'castration' . As Benjamin puts it 
in a striking formula, Baudelaire's poetry is 'a mimesis of death' . 
Hence the radical separation between eros and sexus, represented 
by the prostitute, is an ever present possibility. 

But on the other hand, the 'dream of stone' also introduces a 
desire for the death of desire into the lyrical experience - a 
perverted paralysis whose end-point is precisely venal love or male 
impotence. In Baudelaire, then, desire is for the first time polarized 
between perverse pleasure and mystical pleasure. As Benjamin 
notes, male impotence fosters 'his attachment to the seraphic image 
of woman' . 14 Here Benjamin's analysis partially overlaps with that 
of Lacan: 'The body as final signified is the corpse or the stone 
phallus. ' 15 

Once it is petrified, Beauty can only disguise itself. As we have 
seen, Benjamin was especially interested in fashion, artifice and the 
Eaint�dy, and he saw in the ritual make-up--ofprosiIfu-tes an 
anticipation of the girl shows of the twentieth century. But such 
travesties do not succeed in concealing the protracted workings of 
death which invade Eros. The ontological ageing of the body which 
appears in the erotics of the skeleton (see Baudelaire's fascination 
for 'little old women,16) is a distant precursor of Freud's images of 
the uncanny. '0 charme d'un neant follement attife!, 17 Or again: '0 
beaute, monstre enorme, effrayant, ingenu. > 18 

In this dJ:-ide.aliz.ecl beauty stripped hare by the appearance­
de�t�oying gaze of the allegorist, in this c�rious 'ontology' of 
woman's nothingness 'follement attife' , th� female �ody is r2QI?��d of 
its maternal_ body and becom�s desirable only by g()ing to the limits 
as g�A-boQy._f�a&-ITl�n!e<l.::�Q<:l)', p�trifi�Q�!?_ody. It is as if the death 
of the organic body can be represented only in the feminine, at the 
moment when Baudelaire internalizes or subjectivizes death and 
makes it a visual focus of all reality. As John E. Jackson remarks, 
since Buchner the finitude or ontological corruptibility of the body, 
as well as the aesthetic of the fragment that it induces, have 
crystallized in prostitution. Danton's love of prostitutes is well 
known . As he tried 
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to assemble the Venus Medici piece by piece among all the bright young 
things of the Palais Royal, he called this 'doing a mosaic' . God knows at 
which limb he left it. It is painful to see how nature breaks Beauty into 
fragments, as Medea her brother, and scatters it in bodies. '19 , 

Prostituted, scattered, fragmented bodies themselves expr�ss the 
destructive impulse of allegory: the loss of aura, veils and immortal­
ity. But this utopia is critical as well as destructiv�; it has not 
only a regressive but also a progressive aspect. 'The dissipation 
[Austreibung] of appearances', the demystification of any reaTfiy 
that presents itself as an 'order' , 'totality' or 'system' ,2° t.:Jlakes 
modernity a task and a conquest.21 

Paradoxically, therefore, the .Qrostituted 1:>ody is not onlyJ�ag­
ment, ruin of nature, disfigurement of the 'sublime body'. It is al§.o � 
staging- in and through new imaginaries created by a thousand 
excitations: fashion, gambling, succession of images, the whole 
phantasmagoria of modernity. It is thereby re-idealized and human­
ized, for the prostitute is the way in which 'the commodity attempts 
to look itself in the face . It celebrates its becoming human in the 
whore. >22 There is humanization and something more: the pleni­
tude of allegory itself. Thus, in Baudelaire's work 'the prostitute is 
the commodity achieving the plenitude of allegorical vision' . 

In this baroque of female bodies, allegory therefore appears in its 
modern interpretation. The full significance of this needs to be 
understood. Only the status of the feminine, of the female body as at 
once real and fictitious, makes it possible to distinguish modern from 
baroque allegory. 

The woman-body as interpretative principle of modern 
aIle�ory 

In Benjamin's analysis, which cuts across the tradition of Romantic 
criticism, modem allegory has a number of traits in common with 
baroque allegory, the origin (Ursprung) of modernity. We may 
summarize these as follows. 

• As rhetorical figure and interpretation, allegory both destroys 
and demystifies reality in its finely ordered totality. By its destruc­
tive intention, allegory lays bare reality and gives it the form of ruins 
or fragments. In the course of this process, history itself emerges in 
its own representation and in its most Saturnian aspects. 

• This process engenders the emotionally charged writing charac­
teristic of allegory - self-figurative writing which ties itself down in 
theatrical scenes . One of the key elements in Benjamin's interpre­
tation is precisely the optical character of allegory: it has to do with 
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images, sight, scenes linking the visible and the invisible , life and 
dream. History here presents itself to vision, in ambivalences fixed 
as a series of scenes. It practises a quasi-mystical language of bodies, 
and that is why 'the observer is confronted with the facies hippocratica 
of history as a petrified, primordial landscape' .  23 

• Because history here appears in its 'catastrophist', imaginative 
side (hence the theatrical model of Calderon, Shakespeare and 
Gryphius) , the now-secularized perception of time differs from the 
tragic vision in that it takes place in and through feeling: Trauer 
(mourning or sorrow) and Spiel. It therefore refers us to typologies 
of passion and a complete anthropology . 

• In this passionate yet self-distanced writing on passion, the 
dominant rhetorical figure for the stage-setting of extremes and 
contradictions is the oxymoron. 'Nothingness' is 'dressed up' - like 
burning cold, and dark brightness. 

This is another way of saying that allegory is anti-dialectical or, to 
use Benjamin's terms, that it is dialectic at a standstill, frozen, fixed 
in images. 

While allegory is defined by these principal characteristics, 
Benjamin locates its modernity at the precise point of its relation­
ship to death. 'Baroque allegory sees the corpse only from the 
outside. Baudelaire sees it also from the inside . '24 In leaving the 
external world for the inner world, in making of death what Freud 
calls an endopsychic image, modern allegory shakes off some of the 
limitations of the baroque and establishes itself against the back­
ground of a dual disappearance . Salvation, the absent/present 
redemption of the baroque, disappears with the radical seculariz­
ation of time without transcendence and without a future, periodized 
by the ever-new and ever-the-same. Cosmos/nature, as a totality of 
opposites or an 'objective' metaphorical reserve, similarly dis­
appears - as was already apparent in Romantic irony, particularly 
that of Jean Paul . 

And so, what 'body' can now give 'flesh and blood' to the 
destructive impulse of an ever more 'feminized' poet, one who has 
been expelled from the great models of paternal filiation and 
mimicked by his own 'abyss'? The answer is precisely the bodies of 
the feminine, which polarize the sadistic and perverse impulse of the 
allegorical gaze. For allegory, 'to touch things means to violate 
them, to know things means to unmask them'.  This should be taken 
literally. Thus: 

• In connection with Baudelaire's poem 'Le Beau Navire' ,  Ben­
jamin writes that the baroque specification (barocke Detaillierung) 
operates on the body of woman.25 
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• It is again the woman's body, and especially that of the 
prostitute, which provides the metaphor for the extremes of 
desire and death , vitality and lifelessness, life and corruption -
the skeleton . . . .  It serves as a material conversion for the 
'petrified unrest' which is the very formula of 'Baudelaire's 
image of life' (Lebensbild) , the image 'that knows no develop­
ment' .26 

• Finally, this reaVfictional body gives to modem allegory its 
condition of existence: its visibility, everything that revolves 
around the Bild. This is why, as we have seen, the scenarios of 
the 'female body' act as metaphors for those of the 'commodity­
body' . 

We could go on listing these procedures, which doubtless refer 
back to the most secret and pregnant of them all: the procedure of 
the abyss. For the Baudelairean taste for the void and nothingness, 
as well as the figures of modem Trauer, spleen and melancholy, live 
on a continual metaphor of the female sexual organs. The bottom­
less abyss, in which the poet experiences pregnancy as 'disloyal 
competition' ,  triggers anguish and impotence . As Benjamin argues 
in one of his finest fragments: 'The sense of the abyss is to be 
defined as signification. It is always allegorical . m Whereas for 
Blanqui 'the abyss is a star' , which defines itself in the space of the 
world and finds its historical index in the sciences of nature, for 
Baudelaire 'it is starless' , not even 'the exoticism of theology' . 
Rather, it is the 'secularized abyss of knowledge and signification'.28 

In this highly suggestive parallel, where Benjamin wonders about 
the historical index of the Baudelairean abyss, he relates it to its 
twin sister, fashion, and suggests that the index might be 'the 
arbitrariness of allegory itself'. 29 For our part, we would suggest 
that this historical index has something to do with the shift in 
relations between the feminine and the masculine which took place 
in Baudelaire's work in the middle of the nineteenth century. For 
wom'an is not only allegory of modernity. In the great anthropologi­
cal utopias of bisexuality, and in the two figures of the lesbian and 
the androgyne, she is also a heroic protest against this modernity. 
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ANTHROPOLOGICAL UTOPIA, 
OR TH E ' H E RO I N ES' OF 

MODERN ITY 

The lesbian is the sister: 9f the prostitute, in that she protests against 
the -dominiiitinteriority of the family scene, the reduction of love to 
family and pregnancy. But she is also an exactly opposite figure: she 
embodies 'a protest against the technological revolution' and a 
'heroic archetype of modernity' . Hence this pure love, this 'sublima­
tion carried to the heart of woman', will serve Baudelaire as an 
erotic ideal and even a 'heroic guiding image' . !  

The reference to  modernity should here be taken in the strong 
sense . It is true that this image of the lesbian revives Greek Sapphic 
love and intertwines ancient and modern in the manner of allegory. 
It is also true that the figure of the lesbian was already firmly 
established in nineteenth-century literature, from Balzac's Girl with 
the Golden Eyes to Gautier's Mademoiselle Maupin or Latouche's 
Fragoletta. Nor should we forget the painters that Benjamin 
mentions in this regard: Delacroix,  for example, whose work 
Baudelaire saw at the World Exhibition of 1855, or later Courbet. 
Nevertheless, for Benjamin the real origin (Ursprung) of this figure 
lies elsewhere. It is to be found in the reinscription of the myth of 
the androgyne within the first great utopianisms that accompanied 
industrialization: Saint-Simonism, especially in Claire Demar's 
feminist variant, but also the mystical-Romantic sects - the Ganeau 
current, for example .2 Like all origins in Benjamin's sense of the 
word, it combined a pre-history with a post-history, both being 
linked to the place of the anthropological question within modernity 
and the strategy of the enlargement of experience. In a passage on 
the history of the sects, where he also quotes some extracts from 
Claire Demar's book Ma Loi d'avenir, Benjamin himself speaks of 
'anthropological materialism' .  3 

Let us now consider Benjamin's 'montage' of the different forms 
of nineteenth-century androgyny, as the starting-point for the 
anthropological archaeology which, as it were, 'anticipates' the 
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Freudian discovery of bisexuality and underpins the critique of 
historicism . 

First Jb�re is the divine androgyny of Ganeau, the celebrated 
magus who used to receive the publicists of the time at his mean 
bedside, and whose romantic heresy saw theJ�isexualCbristian.God 
- the figure of future liberty - incarnated in Jesus and Mary. 
Criticizing the paternal and 'phallocentric' symbolism of Christianity, 
he went so far as to create an alternative symbolism of the Mapah 
('rna' and 'pa') .  In 1838, in his first public declaration, he announced 
the opening of the age of Evadah, the created androgyne who 
mediated with divine androgyny. Benjamin notes all these features, 
and is especially attentive to the feminization of the religious which 
is rather reminiscent of the kabbalah and currents within Jewish 
messianism. 4 

Ganeau's heretical-Romantic delirium expresses a new historical 
evaluation of the feminine. In the bisexuality of the Christian God, 
Mary comes to embody the Liberty of 1789 'in the feminine',  as the 
veritable priestess of the future world and of a reconciled humanity 
freed from its shackles. 

Next comes, utopian and feminist !Jndrogyny, with its anthropo­
logical content. Ganeau and many others mentioned by Benjamin 
(abbe Constant, for example, or Swedenborg, who influenced 
Baudelaire so much) refer us back to the true site of androgynous 
modernity: Saint�Simonism and the feminism of Claire Demar. 

In particular, "the -religious Satilt=Simonism of Prosper Enfantin 
proposed 'a new form of fusion between men and God, .5  The 
architectural utopia of the Temple as the androgyne made real, the 
need for the androgynous principle to become the very basis of the 
cult (role of the Father and Mother) : these linked Saint-Simon ism 
to its two great 'modem' correlates, industrialization and feminism. 
Of the greatest interest to Benjamin, however, was the Saint­
Simonian feminist Claire Demar: 'As far as its anthropological 
content is concerned, the Saint-Simonian utopia is more compre­
hensible in the ideas of Claire Demar than in this architecture which 
was never built. ,6 

. 

This anthropological content of women's emancipation can easily 
be grasped in the manifesto of Clajre Demar, Ma Loi d'avenir, 
which Benjamin quotes on a number of occasions. Women must 
derive their existence and social position from themselves - which 
entails a rehabilitation of the body, the freeing of love from marital 
constraints, the liberation of women from 'blood maternity' ,  a 
critique of social exploitation and patriarchy.7 Not only does this 
content account for the emergence of the modern figure of the 

. lesbian out of utopianism and feminism. It also brings sharply into 
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focus that famous 'anthropological materialism' which, according to 
Benjamin, aroused the hatred of bourgeois reaction in the latter 
part of the nineteenth century - through its critique of patriarchy, 
and its demand for freer and richer, but also more mysterious, 
relations between the sexes. To read this chapter of the Passagen­
Werk today is quite an extraordinary experience, so deep do 
Benjamin's historical and theoretical insights now seem. Here we 
can see that gigantic anthropological utopia of modernity, in which 
androgynous bisexuality is combined with a critique of the 'dictator­
ship' of religious and monotheistic symbolism, and of the mass 
institutions of capitalism such as marriage and prostitution. 

Benjamin's account, which bases itself on Firmin Maillard's book 
La Legende de la femme emancipee, takes us from Claire Demar to 
Fourier, evokes the movement of the Vesuviennes, and ends with 
the new protest against technology to be found in the flower-women 
of Jugendstil. Throughout, Benjamin is constructing a network of 
historical constellations in which past and present are telescoped 
together. Why this 'passion' for androgyny, more than twenty-five 
years after his first great youthful intimations that every individual is 
made up of male and female, that we have no experience of what a 
female culture would be like? 8 

The first answer that might occur to us is evidently a historical 
one: androgyny and feminism, for all Baudelaire's misogyny, are 
the true origin of this modem Sappho figure with her protest against 
industrial modernity and the subjection of women to the reproduc­
tion of bodies and images. This feminine is the bearer of a new 
heroism a la Baudelaire or Nietzsche. But it is a real heroism for 
Benjamin, who clearly sees the duplicity or ambivalence of Baudel­
aire . Whereas Baudelaire inscribes the image of the lesbian into 
modernity, he denies it in social reality and reserves for it the same 
ostracism that he showed for all emancipated women, beginning 
with George Sand.9 

Although this answer is not without relevance, it does not go to 
what seems to me the heart of the problem: namely, Benjamin's 
notion of 'anthropology' and therefore of experience. Already in 
The Origin of German Tragic Drama, he detected in the figures of 
Time, Trauer and the passions of Power a veritable dramatic 
anthropology. Or rather: recognition of such an anthropology 
grounds the critique of historicism and distinguishes the baroque 
from the tragic. 'A basic stock of dramaturgical realia, such as 
is embodied in the political anthropology and typology of the 
Trauerspiel, is what was required in order to escape from the 
problems of a historicism which deals with its subject as a necessary 
but inessential transitional manifestation . 'l0 
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In other words, the staging of images and imaginaries pre­
supposes a wager of passion on time, desire and death (sorrow and 
mourning) , which are now liberated from Greek fate and repre­
sented in historical terms. Is it not here, in these territories given 
over to passion or even madness , that the 'axe of reason' must 
penetrate - as in a forest or labyrinth, where the buried feminine 
also lies within experience? 

It is as if the feminine, with its power of images and imagination, 
mainly affected the status of writing and experience - or even 
historical praxis - through its potential for otherness and trans­
gression. 
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TRANSGRESSIVE UTOPIA 

' I mage Frontiers' of Writi ng and H i story 

Modernity is characterized by a loss of experience and a phantasma­
goria of commodities which, like their opposite - the return to lived 
experience (Erlebnis) in Dilthey or Bergson - remain caught up in 
the fluid continuity of time. The experience of Erfahrung, on the 
other hand, always starts out from a break in time, in the empty, 
homogeneous continuity of historicism. 'Interruption of time', 
'sectioning of time' : this inaugurates an intensive, qualitative time 
of the descent into self, towards 'a state of resemblances' (Proust) or 
'correspondences' (Baudelaire) or the 'complementary world' of 
Kafka and Klee. Here all experience is 'essentially linguistic' : the 
uniqueness and unity of the subject break apart under the impact of 
shock and the involuntariness of time and chance. And yet, 
paradoxically enough , the moment of greatest happiness - the 
'profane illumination' in which the everyday and mystery combine 
their powers - belongs less to the order of the linguistic and 
symbolic than to that of the imaginary: it becomes one flesh with 
images, with the whole realm of the Bild. It is as if an image were 
always necessary for the immemoriality of the past and the presence 
of now-time (Jetztzeit) to be telescoped together, as if a quite 
different aura could be constructed in the face of the loss of aura 
and cultural remoteness of the disenchanted world of modernity. 
Such a new aura, then, cannot be reduced to the 'commodity-aura' 
characteristic of the 'phantasmagoria' of modernity, nor, however, 
does it accord with Benjamin's most 'Brechtian' formulations which 
suggest that the decline of aura can be positively converted into the 
'politicization of art' . I In fact, both Baudelaire's correspondances 
and Proust's 'time recovered' usher in an untimely experience of 
modernity. That which is lived becomes non-historical and even 
pre-historical remembrance: 'The correspondances are the data of 
remembrance - not historical data, but data of prehistory. '2 As if 
the 'souvenir' alone, the internalized relic, could constitute the 
allegory of the modem, the ultimate utopia of the melancholic. 
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Yet involuntary memory born of 'shock' , like the 'flashing' 
historical constellation of past/present , presents itself only in images 
or figures: in the archaic figure, on the one hand, and the non­
archaic, historical figure, on the other, according to the characteris­
tics that Benjamin attributes to the dialectical image in the 
Passagen-Werk. 

In an author as attentive as Benjamin to the powers of the 
. symbolic and the 'legible' ,  the ubiquitous metaphors of gaze, face 
and facies, the vast grid of the Bild, and his own passion for theatre 
in general and baroque drama in particular, throw considerable 
light on the most intimate relations between the feminine and 
modernity: the unconscious of seeing. 

First , with regard to the look or gaze, 'tpe face of modernity 
withers us with its look, as Medusa's did for the Greeks,. 3  It withers 
and petrifies because it dep-ioys those ambiguous powers of the 
sexualiz�d'_lTla!eriiaJ feminine whichJ�'reud an�l'ysed in hi&. article on 
'the uncanny' .  And yet, if 'the object become allegorical under the 
gaze of melancholy' ,  there is another look which truly sees and calls 
up the aura. Thus in his Trauerspiel work, Benjamin notes that we 
are 'compelled to lift our eyes' by the 'schema' or diagram of 
baroque painting, which de-idealizes and deforms bodies and 
hollows out a space where no light (God or angels) appears. 
Benjamin defines the aura by the same movement of sight towards a 
representation of the unrepresentable : 'To perceive the aura of an 
object we look at means to invest it with the ability to look at us in 
return. ,4 It is the converse of that other, far from insignificant, look 
of Klee's Angel, the Angel of history, who, with 'staring eyes' and 
his face turned to the past, contemplates the storm of progress. In 
that angel's gaze, quite unprecedented relations take shape between 
the human and the inhuman, the ephemeral and the eternal, history 
and messianism, male and female .  Acting out that which is non­
human in man and history, the Angel passes across frontiers. For as 
we have seen in Part One, it really is an androgynous angel, 
stemming from the Jewish kabbalist tradition in which God is 
feminized, bisexualized and, as it were, theatricized.5 In contrast to 
orthodox interpretations of Judaism, this God who is not (ain) , this 
divine nothingness, exists only through his own scopic desire : 'God 
wished to see God. '  Conceived on the model of emanations and 
powers, this divine 'seeing' refers in the case of the tenth power to 
its feminized presence in the Shekhinah (wife, mother and daughter 
of God) . And it is that Angel which 'appeared' to Benjamin in the 
overwhelming experience of 1933 which he described in his letter to 
Scholem from Ibiza. He the melancholic, who 'came into the world 
under the sign of Saturn', has been sent 'his feminine form, after the 
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masculine reproduced in the picture, by way of ' the longest, most 
fatal detour'. 6 

This desexualized feminine - from the Medusa to the androgy­
nous Ange1 - bursts forth as an excess, as a movement deconstruct­
ing frontiers, as an effacer of limits between representation and the 
unrepresentable . A figure of otherness, it provokes separation as 
fascination, inserting itself at the very heart of allegorical writing. 
For Benjamin such writing, with its power to stir the emotions, 
is shot through with two contradictory elements: tradition and 
expression (Ausdruck) . While tradition refers to codes, rhetoric and 
a cold technique of dissociation from the object , the 'expressive 
form' (Ausdrucksform) manifests itself in 'showers of images' , in 
metaphorical excess and transgression of the frontiers of reality. In 
this form, 'what is written tends to become image'. There is thus a 
. permanent abyss between figured Being (bildlichen Sein) and 
signification (Bedeutung) - an abyss which breaks dialectical move­
ment and fixes it in ambiguous, polysemic imagery detached like a 
fragment from the whole: 'In the field of allegorical intuition the 
image is fragment, a rune. ,7 Allegorical writing, then, is figural 
writing and destruction of the figurative in the strict sense of the 
term. For, as Gilles Deleuze shows in connection with the broken 
line of Michelangelo, 'the realism of deformation destroys all 
idealism of transfiguration, .8 Things and forms are dehypostatized, 
deformalized, in a broken, theatrical movement of lines. 

In more Freudian terms, we might say that baroque allegorical 
drama combines the cold, dissociative theatre of perversion, which 
idealizes the drive in scenarios and fetishes (the part for the whole) , 
with the burning, excessive theatre of hysteria which summons up 
sexual pleasure [jouissance] in the proximity of seeing and spec­
tacle. Burning cold or icy burning: such might be the formula of 
Baudelairean desire which pays th� price of the decline of aura by 
separating Eros from love. But this structure which theatricizes 
reality and figures desire is so imposing that Beniamin, in a 
suggestive if debatable sociological parallel, goes so far as to 
discover baroque 'procedures' in the very movement of capital: for 
example:-�I�- the 'monumentalization of detail' -tYPical of frag­
men�ed, .  qisiIltegrated, unIl1itigat�d wage-labour. 9 Just as Baude­
lairean spleen expresses 'the entombment · o{ ·the transcendental 
subject of historical consciousness' , 10 the great baroque metaphor 
of the death's head is 'the product of a historical process' . This is 
why the loss of aura - its feminine symptom - chiefly refers to a loss 
of historical illusions: 'Lack_of illusi()!ls and decline of the aura are 
identical ph�nomena. ' 

Thus, in his article on surrealism, Benjamin draws out the links 
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between theoretical pessimism in the face of history and the need to 
refound 'materialist' political thinking that engages with the imagin­
ary. 'To organize pessimism means nothing other than to expel 
moral metaphor from politics and to discover in political action a 
sphere reserved one hundred percent for images [hundertprozentigen 
Bildraums] . ' 1 1  This space of images is the one attained in intoxica­
tion, writing, and the space between the sensible and the conceptual 
which unsettles established frontiers. But how are we to explain this 
transgressive power of imagery in Erfahrung? 

In fact, this transgressive inscription of a pure image-space into 
politics refers us to Benjamin's diagnosis of modernity and its 
political effects. In a fragment of the Passagen-Werk, he relates the 
decline of aura to the petrification of the imagination: 'The decline 
of aura and the petrification of imaginative representation 
[Verkummerung der Phantasievorstellung] of a better nature are one 
and the same thing. ' 12 Such petrification, as much sexual as 
political , evokes the parallel between working class and sexuality 
which is outlined in the magnificent image of the labyrinth: 'This 
�,�ri���!i�n is due to the defensive position of the working class in 
the class struggle. For this reason the decline of aura and the decline 
oJ sexual potency are ultimately one and the same thing. ,13 

As a strategy for awakening from this petrification of all social 
and unconscious imagination, Benjamin lays stress on the powers to 
transgress and 'revolutionize' this image world. Such powers, he 
argues, could make it possible to transform political practices by 
giving them a potential energy or messianic intensity, within an 
auraless world condemned to 'profane illumination' . The imagination, 
as a visualization of the unconscious, is fundamentally ambivalent: 
destructive and constructive. On the destructive side, petrification -
the petrified unrest of allegory - is 'a historical matter' involving the 
traces of all the 'violences of antiquity and Christianity that have 
been blocked in their conflict' . 1 4  As to anticipation of the future, 
Benjamin relates it to art but also to a certain logic of images 
present, for example , in fashion. 'It is well kn�wn that art antici­
pates in images the reality of perception . . . .  Fashion has a more 
constant,  more precise contact with things that are going to happen, 
thanks to the incomparable flair of women for what is already at 
work in the future. '  1 5 Thus fa:;hjQ)U���a_"ses:r�t signal of things that 1<:. 
are imminent' . Who knows how to decipher it? 

' "  " ' 

Women's power over images, the staging of female bodies in the 
imaginaries of allegory or the protest against modernity, re­
discovery of a bisexuality of writing, radical anthropological experi­
ence in the various utopian isms and modes of transgressing the 
normative division between feminine and masculine: all these new 
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territories foreign to the 'historicist' reason of progress, all these 
'primal historical forms' recaptured by 'dialectical images' which 
bridge the past and now-time, define the 'Ariadne's thread' of the 
labyrinth. And this 'pure space of images' proves to be an anthropo­
logical space which opens up experience to a time outside the space 
of historians or the linearity of meaning. 

The 'utopia' of the feminine, in all its interpretative excess, might 
represent this intertwining of time, images and bodies in profane 
illumination . Benjamin 'knew' this with an unconscious knowledge 
- the knowledge of the labyrinth which guides his archaeological 
reconstruction of certain imaginaries of the modern and of its 
feminine allegories. There is an echo here of another voice, another 
heroic and irrational untimeliness of which Benjamin was fond. It is 
the voice of Nietzsche in the mouth of Dionysus: 

Be wise , Ariadne! . . .  
You have little ears, you have ears like mine: 
let some wisdom into them! -
Must we not first hate ourself if we are to love ourself? 
I am thy /abyrinth.16 

But Ariadne now knows that she is not wise , and she no longer 
welcomes wise words. At the heart of the labyrinth lies quite a 
different question. What does woman want? 
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APPENDIX : VIENNESE FIGURES 
OF OTHERNESS 

Fem i n i n ity and J ewishness 

The only fear is of non-being, Nothingness, Evil; 
of madness, oblivion, discontinuity; 

of woman, of the double. 
Otto Weininger, Uber die Letzten Dinge 

Discontinuity here breaks out in the form of the most radical and 
dangerous otherness - woman - and arouses the limitless fear 
stemming from self-hatred in which madness, the double and 
nothingness combine their evil powers. The feminine is thus directly 
indicated as a space of projections and phantasms, a mythical and 
allegorical corpus where other disclaimed differences, including 
Jewishness, take their place . For Weininger 'the woman' and 'the 
Jew' , in their similarities and differences, make up the very spirit of 
modernity. 'Judaism is the spirit of modern life. Sexuality is 
accepted, and contemporary ethics sing the praises of pairing . . . .  
Our age is not only the most Jewish but the most feminine . ' !  An 
age, one might say, of nameless people 'without qualities' .  For 
Weininger believes that fundamentally 'women have no name' :  like 
Kundry in Wagner's Parsifal or Lulu in Wedekind's play, they 
simply pile up forenames shaped by male desire: Eva, Nelli, 
Mignon. As Namenlose, they are excluded from the symbolic and 
are therefore 'without an essence',  'withol.\t identity' , 'without a 

. soul' ,  'non-logical' - a non-subject possessed by the omnipotence of 
its sexuality, 'amoral' and 'anti-social' ,  'ignorant of the State',  
prisoners of a libido of evil. 

Such too is the figure of Jewishness which Weininger constructs 
not in the terms of biological or sociological anti-semitism, nor of 
actually existing Jews, but on the basis of a philosophical, 'Platonic' 
Idea. It is a Jewishness entirely permeated by femininity: 'Judaism 
is saturated with femininity, with precisely those qualities the 
essence of which I have shown to be in the strongest opposition to 
the male nature. '2 Jews are thus judged in the name of a veritable 
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ontology of masculinity which seeks to restore idealist and neo­
Kantian values, to oppose the Nietzschean will to power with the 
'will to value' .  Jewishness, like femininity, is the negativ� reverse 
side of the virility inscribed within Western philosophy. 

Weininger goes on to draw a series of further parallels between 
Jews and women . They do not know the need for property in the 
strong sense: for the assimilation of the soil in the form of individual 
landed property. Nor do they have any understanding of the nature 
of the State - hence their propensity to anarchism and communism. 
They lack 'personality' , 'dignity' , 'a soul' (a very Christian entity) , 
or even 'immortality' . They ate not so much anti-moral as 'amoral' , 
inhabiting the family space of the reproduction of the species rather 
than living the free individuality of the 'Ego' . 

This whole logic of exclusion evokes the precise origin of 
Weininger's discourse in his 'self-hatred' as a converted Jew and his 
dread of feminized sexuality. There is more than a touch of delirium 
in his discussion of sexuality. Trapped in the fused undifferentiation 
of bodies, femininity is incapable of separation and individuation. 
'Woman is only sexual. '  Sexuality 'is diffused over her whole body, 
so that stimulation may take place almost from any part' .3 Happy in 
her polymorphous, narcissistic perversity, woman remains at the 
body-to-body level of a precocious generalized sexuality, and yet 
she is also dominated by the idea of coupling and the identification 
of the male with the phallus ! Such femininity, with its frenzy of the 
body, is constructed in the image of Jewishness, and vice versa. For 
Jews who do not know themselves are similarly dominated by the 
idea of coupling. 'Always more absorbed by sexual matters than the 
Aryan' ( ! ) ,  the Jew has an 'organic disposition towards match­
making' rather than 'marriages for love' .  The metaphors are meant 
to be taken literally. As all sexual pairing tends to efface the 
boundaries of bodies and individuals, 'the Jew, par excellence, is 
the breaker down of limits' , the very figure of wandering non­
citizenship .4 

In contrast to aristocratic difference with its pathos of distance, 
the Jew represents for Weininger a false otherness in which 
distancing does not take place. He effaces and transgresses the 
frontiers between states , sexes or religions, and between the 
categories of thought that a philosophy of values seeks to maintain 
and reaffirm. In this blurring of boundaries, Weininger therefore 
detects a whole space of ambiguity or ambivalence: 'The psychologi­
cal contents of the Jewish mind are always double or multiple . 
There are always before him two or many possibilities . . .  He can 
never make himself one with anything. ,5 

In this way the effect of Weininger's text might be reversed. For if 
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theoretical anti-semitism feeds off blatant, anti-egalitarian differ­
ence, a quite different status appears in the 'positive' , dangerous 
and transgressive, difference which goes beyond the boundaries of 
subjects and the divisions of knowledge. This arouses in Weininger 
a fear so primeval that he goes so far as to identify coitus with 
murder. The confrontation with Judaism and femininity thus traps 
him in extremes which need to be interpreted, in the Freudian sense 
of the term. 

The parallelism of woman and Jew appeared in fin-de-siecle 
Vienna simultaneously with a philosophical anti-feminism derived 
from Schopenhauer and a diversified culture of anti-semitism.6 
These were all commonplaces in the late nineteenth century and the 
early part of the twentieth . With regard to the status of the body as 
an object of lovelhate throughout Western history, we find the 
opposition noted by Adorno and Horkheimer between the 'well­
known, written history' of progress and rationalization, and an 
'underground history' consisting in 'the fate of the human instincts 
and passions which are displaced and distorted by civilization' .  7 
There is nothing surprising in the fact that national socialism 
disclosed the 'relationship between written history and the dark 
side' by means of these two figures of a denied and persecuted 
otherness. Thus in Mein Kampf women's emancipation is 'a Jewish 
invention' and 'the Jew steals our women through the forces of 
sexual democracy'. Jews and women (as emancipated Other) , 
representing by turns defilement, hybridity,  'impurity' and the myth 
of a dangerous sexual prepotency, are completely alien to the 'male 
order' (der Miinnerbund) of the state and its death-dealing logic. 
For his part the Nazi ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, in The Myth of 
the Twentieth Century, evoked the order of the Teutonic Knights, 
the Templars and the Jesuits: 'A state model, a racial, social or 
ecclesiastical model, rests almost exclusively upon the discipline of a 
male order. '8 

In reality, however, the parallel between femininity and Judaism 
did not operate only on the right. A positive v!lriant, drawn in quite 
different terms, can also be found on the left: in Minna Cauer, for 
example, who wrote in 1908 that 'women, the working classes and 
Jews are the oppressed of our century' . This lucid idea, which opens 
up a critique of oppression and exclusion,  can be found under many 
pens, from Simone de Beauvoir to Adorno: 'Women and Jews bear 
the mark of an age-old exclusion from power. '  It is as if critical 
discourse here managed to gather together in a single existential 
minority/majority all the figures of denied and destroyed otherness. 
But why, in what way, are Jewish and female otherness related to 
each other? 



1 1 8  THE UTOPIA O F  THE FEMININE 

If the Sex and Character which so fascinated Kraus or Musil is at 
once an 'anti-utopia' (Ernst Bloch), a 'laboratory of modernity' and 
even 'a reactionary modernism' (Jacques Le Rider) " is it not 
precisely because the figures of femininity and Jewishness are 
caught in an irreducible ambiguity which Weininger's philosophical 
project and his 'subject position' offer for interpretation? This 
ambiguity, or even ambivalence, operates entirely around the law, 
the 'frontier' and the 'limit' - a fact which did not escape Freud's 
cutting observation. 'In him [Weininger] , '  he wrote, 'the castration 
complex forms the link between Jew and woman. '  

The play which Sex and Character makes with a certain status of 
'limits' , 'differentiation' or 'boundaries' has to do with Weininger's 
philosophical project as such: namely, to answer the challenges of 
Viennese 'crisis culture' , and particularly the Nietzschean critique 
of the nihilist devaluation of values. It is hard to imagine today what 
Nietzsche meant for a whole generation . Stefan Zweig tells us in his 
memoirs: 'Under our desks we read Nietzsche and Strindberg. ,9 
And as to Robert Musil , who never ceased to see Nietzsche as the 
man of a thousand new possibilities, he writes in his journal: 'Fate: 
that Nietzsche first came into my hands when I was exactly eighteen 
years old. ,to Weininger did not escape that fate and tried to come up 
with a response. He wrote of man, for example : 'The most profound 
thing in him which distinguishes him from the animal is, in my view, 
not the will to power but the will to value. '  

Weininger saw himself as opposing both Nietzsche and the 
empirio-criticism of Mach, which emptied the Subject of all sub­
stance and qualities ('the ego cannot be saved') and reduced the 
Object to a bundle of facts, as well as the drama of Peer Gynt, which 
he took as the archetype of desubjectivization . l 1  Against this , 
Weininger called for a 'return to Kant', via the neo-Kantianism of 
his ' times and various Platonist mediations - a return to the 
theoretically and existentially neuralgic point of the ego, of self­
identity. Weininger, then, sought to reconstruct a logic and ethic of 
identity, a new variant of a metaphysics of the ego centred on a 
veritable ontology of the masculine. Between Being and Nothing­
ness lay an ontologically grounded inequality of the sexes: 'Women 
have no existence and no essence; they are not, they are nothing. 
Mankind occurs as male or female, as something or nothing. '  In 
other words, if women do exist then men are no longer. 

The extreme contradictoriness of this project, due to the char­
acter of the Viennese 'crisis culture' ,  explains a large part of 
Weininger's ambivalence. For that very same crisis of values, so 
apparent in the novels of Musil and Broch, manifested itself as the 
crisis of a whole philosophy and epistemology stemming from the 
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Aufkliirung. Modelled on the idea of progress, it actually rested 
upon a series of dichotomies affecting the 'differences' between 
subject and object, between positivistically justified knowledge and 
the untruth of illusion, between the representable and an emergent 
sphere of non-representability, between the masculine and the 
feminine. The collapse of these divisions opened the door to a 
whole zone of ambiguity and ambivalence irreducible to traditional 
logic and ethics - a zone which would be the archaeological base of 
Freud's discoveries. And as always in Western culture - from the 
Dionysiac through the Baroque to nineteenth-century utopianism -
ambiguity entered into an alloy with the feminine. 

Sexual difference could thus no longer be contained within the 
universalist Enlightenment paradigm of the 'human race' , which 
consistently denied a 'specifically feminine' element. But the inser­
tion of such difference into biologically defined nature also consti­
tuted a problem. The result: a feminization of culture, of its values 
and imaginaries, which undermined from within established male 
identities and filiations and exploded their virile certainties. Hence 
Weininger's dread of the lack of a reference centre, without which 
affects multiply until the possibility of communication is lost. This 
entire culture, despite or because of its oppressive social morality, 
now found itself facing what Simmel called 'female culture' (die 
weibliche Kultur) , as opposed to the culture of the object and 
objectification. 

If Weininger, up to his suicide in 1903, occupied himself so 
intensely with this boundary work, this dizziness of anxiety and guilt 
within a problematic 'male' subject, was it not because the status of 
the boundary unified Jewishness and femininity at the same blind 
point? For Weininger was a true effacer of limits, like his own 
figures of the 'Jew' and 'woman' ,  and a producer of new limits, in 
the most radical and contradictory manner imaginable . 

Obsessed with the feminization of culture, Weininger never 
ceased to proclaim that femininity and masculinity were only ideal 
types and not empirical realities . Thus, in opposition to the 
biologistic discourse of a Moebius, he stressed the impossibility of a 
radical break between female and male. Indeed, he argued that 
every human being is bisexual: 'There is neither man nor woman, 
but male and female' ; 'all actual organisms have both homo­
sexuality and heterosexuality'. 12 This structural bisexuality related 
to a real anthropological revolution shaking the crisis culture, one 
which, in France as in Vienna, crystallized in the return of the myth 
of the androgyne.  Wh�lht<[ d�sexufl,li��1J or oversexualized, the 
androgyne served as the mythical matrix for the whole post­
Baudelairean 'decadent imaginary' of fin-de-siecle France, from 
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Redon to Gustave Moreau and J .K. Huysmans. But it is also to be 
found in Musil's great 'modern myth' of the incestuous utopia that 
tied Agathe to Ulrich as Isis to Osiris. 1 3  

In the language of myth or concepts, the nineteenth-century 
obsession with bisexuality is inseparable from the feminization of 
culture which deconstructed traditional roles and identities and 
liberated forces of the unconscious. It is expressed in those 'sexually 
intermediate forms' of which Weininger spoke, and also of course in 
homosexuality. This explains why Weininger, that 'Jewish' effacer 
of limits, struck out with a ferocity that entranced Karl Kraus at 
civilized morality and the kind of orthopaedia which unified and 
shackled 'sexually intermediate forms' and induced the 'hysterical 
duplicity' of woman. Whatever may have been the relationship of 
Weininger to Fliess and Freud, and regardless of the ensuing 
accusations of plagiarism, it must be recognized that his thought 
contains a dimension of ambivalence and bisexuality which brings 
into play an active, or even transgressive, feminine principle. And 
yet, he continually affirms the difference between the sexes in a 
combative ontological fashion, carrying it right up to a deadly 
hatred of sexuality and the female otherness of desire . What holds 
fast, then, if not that minute difference, that slight asymmetry, 
which does not spare Freud and will make 'psychoanalysis ill with 
bisexuality' ,  to use the expression of Wladimir Granoff?14 

Weininger enunciates with perfect clarity this tiny qualitative 
difference. Admittedly all beings are bisexual , but although 'man 
can become woman',  'woman cannot become man',  except by 
masculinizing herself in a repulsive psychic feminism based on 
egalitarian principles. Hence there is no real psychic androgyny, 
and bisexuality remains 'conceptually composite' .  For at the very 
place where otherness makes itself strong, dangerous and trans­
gressive, it provokes the greatest ,ynale resistance . Like many 
others, Weininger finds an escape route: woman will be sexually 
omnipotent but onto logically null, a Nothingness. It cannot be 
denIed, however, that the Nothingness is itself quite formidable, 
permanently oscillating between non-being and a 'mystical' and 
always feminized erotics of jouissance. 

Having caught sight of sexual difference, Weininger responds 
with that German dream of Natur-Natur which Granoff analyses in 
relation to Freud. In her continual body-to-body clinching, woman 
will ignore separation and frontiers because she is nothing other 
than mother - unless she is courtesan and whore! 

The feminine is truly present as this blind task in which differ­
ences and contradictions abolish each other through a kind of fusion 
prior to any representation of castration. In Ibsen's Peer Gynt, 
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Weininger finds again his problem and his ideal : the so ardently 
desired identification of Aase and Solweig, woman in love and 
mother, in a single redemptive vision of woman. For 'the mother is 
the permanent root of the species, the never-ending rhizome, the 
foundation from which man detaches himself as an individual . '  
The rhizome - underground stem, bulb and tuber - is thus the 
permanent principle of connection and heterogeneity, an anti­
genealogy; it is the proliferating multiplicity where any point can be 
placed in contact with any other. 15 The truth of Weininger's 
feminine is rhizomal: a foundation (Grund) which is an abyss 
(Abgrund), a nothingness of anguish and proximity. Man tries to 
detach himself from this vital rhizome in order to be an individual, 
but not woman. And man here includes 'the Jew', however 
feminized and haunted by coupling. 

It is at this point of resistance and blindness that the parallelism of 
femininity and Jewishness finally breaks down, giving way to an 
unstable, almost invisible frontier. The Jew who has 'overcome' his 
Jewishness and 'become a Christian' (like Jesus) may indeed 'be 
regarded by the Aryan in his individual capacity'. 16 Despite every­
thing, Judaism has thus not completely broken with a spiritual (if 
inferior) element, whereas woman is totally devoid of one. If 
femininity and Jewishness resemble each other in their masochism 
('neither believe in themselves'), they nevertheless differ in terms of 
belief: woman 'believes in others . . .  in her children' ,  while the 
non-religious Jew 'believes in nothing' , 'is frivolous and jests about 
anything' . 17 

A symbolic element finally separates femininity and Jewishness. 
Curiously enough, Weininger's reference here to Bachofen's con­
cept of symbolic 'paternity' links him to the Freud of Totem and 
Taboo and Moses and Monotheism. After all, the passage from 
'matriarchy' (dominated by the sensible world, nature and the 
action of a feminine, maternal principle) to patriarchy, law and a 
monotheism which 'dematerializes God' is seen as a conquest of 
spirituality. IS But on this symbolic frontier - the frontier of 
castration - Weininger and Freud part company. Weininger hesi­
tates for ever because he feels the frontier to be dangerous and 
destructive, an object of deadly hate and guilt. Freud, more 'Jewish' 
than 'Christian' ,  finds in it the 'power of thinking' (Spinoza) and 
therefore the lifting of all prohibition on the knowledge of sex. And 
that remains true even though woman remains 'dangerous' in her 
desire by signifying for man his own castration - a signification 
which grounds all real otherness. 

Frontiers, no frontiers: this subtle game seems to indicate a place, 
a law, where German-language thinkers of Jewish origin reflected 
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on their relationship to femininity and women. The ones who 
actually cross the frontier are those who take the risk of 'becoming 
woman' and find a truth of fiction in the imaginaries of the,feminine: 
for example, Arthur Schnitzler, in his 'flight into the shadows' . 
Others, such as Weininger or Hofmannsthal, catch sight of the 
frontier and deny it in the attraction of the maternal and the fear of 
castration. Or, in the case of Freud, the frontier is endlessly skirted, 
put to work, as the basis for a new knowledge and a dark continent. 

In this frontier game, Vienna was truly the 'city of four psychol­
ogies' which, as Musil writes in his journal , had 'fallen from heaven 
with its opera'. 19 A modem myth in its raw state. And if all myth is 
inscribed somewhere in the real novel or phantasm of the subject, it 
should be added that a position of female desire may encounter 
another history of cruelty, albeit at the price of imaginary identifi­
cations: a history of 'lewishness' in which the archaic and the 
modem, the document of culture and the barbarism of the age, have 
definitively marked the Saturnian face of our history. For our 
history has always been completely intolerant of ambiguity, of any 
genuine otherness, and for that reason it remains intolerable. 
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AN AESTH ETICS OF OTH ERNESS 

For the state, woman is night, or more precisely sleep: man is waking. 
She seems to do nothing: she is always the same, a relapse into healing 
nature . In her the future generation dreams. Why has civilization not 
become feminine? Despite Helen, despite Dionysus. ! 

It was thus through Nietzsche, at a moment in history when the 
great certainties of the modernist philosophies of Progress were 
crumbling (Reason, Subject, linear Time, Science of a transparent 
reality) , that something suddenly burst back into labyrinthine 
existence. An obsessive question already delineated the pain of an 
absence , of something incommunicable.  Why has civilization not 
become female? 

It was certainly a strange question, condemned to repetition 
without memory. Today, after years of permissiveness and femini­
zation of values, the normalized but ever floating and contested 
division between 'masculine' and 'feminine' is again being ques­
tioned with the same radical intensity as in every crisis culture . 
Whether the division is held to be biological, social or cultural, it is 
visibly inscribed within customs and laws. But it is also an uncertain, 
phantasmic division, more insidious and invisible, which is troubled 
by the unconscious and woven out of all the imaginaries, all the 
anthropological utopias of a 'third sex' or of constitutive androgyny. 
There, as Nietzsche puts it, woman is 'night' or 'nothing'. A space of 
projection and allegory mingles together the seduction of Helen, 
the deadly powers of a dangerous otherness, and the protei form 
androgyny of Dionysus. 

. 

But this night is one of potential desire and pleasure [jouissance] , 
the night of an abyss which makes things visible. It is a baroque 
night - mystical perhaps. For it concerns that non-representable 
nothing which has perpetually haunted Western philosophy as its 
'oriental' Other, its limit, its difference. To this stage femininity has 
continually been summoned. Weininger, of course, is quite blunt 
about it: 'fundamentally women have no name' . But others too, 
from remote times, say the same thing in a more mythical way: in 
Hesiod, for example, the first woman is already nameless. She is 
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excluded from the symbolic: with no name, no identity, no being; 
lacking both essence and existence . 

In this missing being of the subject, of desire and its language, 
woman seems relegated to negative theology, where the nothing 
that cannot be figured or rationally conceived leaves her with 
neither language nor voice in the void of a jouissance of complete 
fusion. Is she that word-absence, that word-hole which, like 
Marguerite Duras's Lol. V. Stein, can by turns captivate us or 
condemn us to the 'sickness unto death' , to the stray multiplication 
of names modelled on the desire of the Other? 

Through being so closely linked to nothing - to the primal chaos 
of nature or desiring passivity - the feminine hangs in suspense in 
that ambiguous, neuralgic zone occupied by Nothing in the Western 
tradition . In this respect, the difference is very great with those 
currents of oriental philosophy (Taoism, for example) where 
Nothing and the void are dynamic, active elements. If it is accepted 
as a basic principle, with concrete representations such as the valley, 
the empty Nothing situates and condenses 'the nodal point woven 
from potentiality and becoming, where lack and plenitude, the 
Same and the Other, coincide' .2 This vast shape of the void, so 
reminiscent of Lucretius, which Chinese painting constantly seeks 
to recreate as a body of colour ('the void is not nothing, the void is 
colour') , is accepted by the dominant traditions of Western thought 
only if it is transcended in a stable Being or Creator or, at a later 
date, in the reflexivity of the Concept as a contradictory otherness 
productive of a totalizing meaning. 

This accounts for the strange reversal in the figures of Nothing. 
On the one hand, nothing is nothing. Nothingness has no property, 
quality or identity. Because it cannot be represented or made an 
object of thought, even if it conditions all thought, Nothing 
manifests itself only in the most intellectualized or mediated forms: 
as irony, doubt or negativity in the service of mastery . But on the 
other hand, Nothing is all. By a kind of heretical-mystical and then 
baroque conversion, this 'nothing of being' changes into an infinity 
of ecstatic delight [jouissance] , a plethora of forms. Consider, for 
example, the rush of angels in the great baroque paintings of the 
seventeenth century. Here the angels' aura forces us to look, to lift 
our eyes, to desire the impossible spiral of an ascending desire 
foredoomed to the earthly representation of appearances - an 
erotics of nothing. Or take that marvellous text of Saint Denis the 
Areopagite, which defined for both East and West the matrix of all 
negative theologies, the point of departure for what Michel de 
Certeau calls the 'mystical fable' . Since God is absolute and 
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unknowable Superessence, beyond all properties, essence or differ­
ence, he is not, or he is Nothing. Love, the chimerical point of 
fusion in the enjoyment [jouissance] of the divine, is attained 
through Nothing, through the mysticism of otherness and the falling 
away of everything in the most luminous shadow of silence. 

But if the feminine is kept too long in the toils of Nothing, one 
ends up with that long and persistent absence: 'civilization has not 
become feminine'. Thus the feminine has never ceased to oscillate 
between the nothing of nothingness and the nothing of jouissance, 
between non-representable Nothing which eludes all form (shape­
lessness, chaos, lack, matter, matrix) and the nothing of the 'female 
side of God' (Lacan) or the super-jouissance allotted to women ever 
since Teiresias. At no time, however, has the feminine found a 
place within the exclusive egalitarian paradigms of the Subject. 
Without an identity or symbolism of its own, it appears from the 
beginning as that madness of the body in which the powers of Helen 
are combined with those of Dionysus; later, it attains the wild corps 
a corps of sixteenth-century poetry, or enters the seventeenth­
century theatre of baroque derangement of appearances that was 
rediscovered by Baudelaire and Benjamin. 

In rousing the intellectual and moral resistance of more than two 
millennia of nihilist metaphysics, Nietzsche placed this symbolic 
elision of the feminine under the dual sign of Dionysus and Helen, 
two traversers of frontiers and languages facing a polis-state that 
affirmed itself in a community of values. Again as early as Hesiod, 
the feminine shifts over to the side of that 'beautiful evil' which 
knows not the State. Dionysus, that polymorphously perverse god 
of wine, ecstasy and theatre, of suffering and play, represents 
precisely an 'anti-system' in the history of the Greek polis;3 or, we 
might say, the condensation point of all the metamorphoses and 
border-crossings - between animality and humanity, consciousness 
and the unconscious, male and female, the polis and its margins of 
the foreign and mysterious. A savage hunter and eater of raw flesh, 
Dionysus summons women from the private space of their conjugal 
home. In the forest that appeared so primitive in comparison with 
the polis, he seems akin to the figure of the Amazon queen 
Penthesileia, a virgin so filled with desire that she fell into madness 
and the eating of flesh. Although he was often held to be an alien, or 
at least an 'Easterner' from other climes, Dionysus was also the 
woman-god who orgiastically changed sex and the child-god of 
reemergent life who played in the mirror. 

A single theatrical space stretches from Dionysus to Helen, the 
first mythical figure of all the eternal feminines. Carried off by Paris, 
Helen is the symbol of Beauty and appearance, of ornament and 
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falsehood: she is the 'artistic power' or 'differend' on account of 
whom the space of war pits men and cities against one another. For 
she truly embodies that 'tyranny of the Logos' which Gorgias vaunts 
in his Encomium of Helen. If speech clings to passion and turns 
itself into a magical elixir of love, it is diverted from its real function 
of establishing communication and ethical consensus in the polis 
and within the realm of philosophy. It is then no more than 
formidable persuasion (peithO), not that fusion of rationality and 
power, that logic of identity propositions (X is A) which philosophi­
cally regulates the political community. Helen is defeated. But she 
is also innocent, since love binds itself to the look and body of the 
Other: 'So if Helen's eye, pleased by Alexander's body, transmitted 
an eagerness and striving of love to her mind, what is surprising?,4 

Thus if civilization has not become female ,  despite Helen and 
Dionysus, theatre and sophistics, this is because language as 
dialogic consensus begins with a double murder, an elision of 
othernesses: murder of the multiform body of Dionysus, none of 
whose shapes can be fixed, identified or comprehended; and murder 
of the body-sex of Helen as the site of polemos or war. In the 
protean nature of Dionysus, or in the desire-filled, non-veracious 
plenitude of a body-form which cleaves to itself even in its act of 
appearing, we therefore see something quite different from the 
traditional dualist opposition between form and formless matter 
through which the male-female division operated in Plato and 
Aristotle. 

This proliferation of unfixable forms generating non-identity 
logics constitutes a permanent deformation of the reality hollowed 
out by the void. It returns as a kind of repressed content in Western 
philosophical conceptions of form, haunting the very aracana of 
modernity in its allegories of the feminine. In Joachim du Bellay's 
Olive of 1550, for example, the parallel between man-god and 
deified woman already suggests an imperceptible slippage from the 
G09head to the profane Deity. And what should we say of the 
Uranus figure in the scientific poems of Jacques Pelletier? A 
reincarnation of Dante's Beatrice, Uranus here holds all the secrets 
of the science of the heavens and atmospheric phenomena. In all 
this sixteenth-century poetry, the feminine is the site of knowledge 
where all the metamorphoses magically operate - witness the 'long 
and varied changes' that Ronsard attributes to Venus, or the rose­
body of Mary that was sung of so much and so quickly lost. It is as if 
lovers' bodies acquired vegetable or mineral properties, linking up 
with the great cycle of Nature. 

To be sure, the baroque poetry or theatre of the Counter­
Reformation abandoned the pagan cosmology of the Renaissance. 
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But the endlessly martyrized or sublimated bodies are still there in 
excess, until the outer limits are reached in that hallucinatory 
aesthetic which Octavio Paz discovered in the work of Quevedo.5  
Such a theatricization of existence bespeaks a veritable 'hermeneu­
tics of desire' (to use an expression of Michel Foucault) , where the 
scenography of drives subjects bodies to energetic thought which 
does not allow itself to be enclosed merely within the model of 
representation. This figural power of the stagings of otherness (of 
the divine, the feminine, or death) makes the invisible visible , 
giving symbolic form to all the realms of nature and supernature in 
an infinite play of 'correspondences' in Baudelaire's sense of the 
term. This play offers itself for interpretation in the rhetorical and 
stylistic figure where opposites join together: in the oxymoron. 
Here the 'poetry of mystical paradox' analysed by Jean Rousset 
displays its infinite stream of 'inaccessible light', 'luminous fog' ,  
'dark brightness' , 'enrapturing horror,6 - which meets up with what 
we might call a distinctively baroque aesthetic of otherness and 
amorous paradox. This marks a discontinuity vis-a-vis the cognitive, 
dialectical or even ethical otherness of Plato, Hegel and Kant! 
Levinas respectively; it thereby rejoins the Kantian notion of the 
sublime as informal form exhibiting the incommensurability of the 
heterogeneous Other. 7 

For if all knowledge proceeds through identification (Adorno) or 
assimilation (Levinas) , it can only effect a neutralization of the 
Other to the advantage of the Same of traditional ontology. And if 
all genuine otherness appears only on the ground of a non-synthetic, 

. non-assignable element which destabilizes ego-identity, if it is truly 
'forcible entry' or 'wonder', then perhaps it unfolds on a stage other 
than that of mere ethics and the salvation of the Law. The erotic 
relation, as paralogical logic or amorous 'paradox', would then be 
that backless backdrop characteristic of the 'modern' aesthetics of 
the baroque. Hence its special reception for the otherness of 
otherness, for the 'quality of difference' which, according to 
Levinas, is the hallmark of the feminine.8 I� should be stressed, 
however, that this is not the feminine of modesty, mystery and 
motherhood, but one which is caught up in the surplus materiality of 
bodies,  in an excitation which cracks appearances and consigns 
them to that deformation and transfiguration of which Deleuze 
speaks in connection with Francis Bacon.9 In this 'germ of tranquil 
atheism' which marks the seventeenth-century Baroque, the figure 
is already subject to the order of accident, changeability, pre­
cariousness and mortality. 

The idea of 'progress' in modernity is governed by the plenitude 
of reality: the plenitude of the 'great classical form' , of a fulfilled 
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meaning of history corresponding to reality, of Truth as a system 
and of the Subject as identity and centre . In opposition to this, the 
baroque presents from the beginning quite a different, 'postmodern' 
conception of reality in which the instability of forms in movement 
opens onto the reduplicated and reduplicable structure of all reality: 
enchanted illusion and disenchanted world, engano and desengano, 
to repeat Quevedo's great metaphor of the woman-city which 
opened this book. 

Rousset sees the essence of the baroque in this 'interpenetration 
of forms within dynamically unified ensembles animated by dialecti­
cal movement' .  10 This evokes a startling interlacement - startling in 
the strong sense of surprise or chance a la Gracian - of Eros and 
thought, allegory and an 'untimely' understanding of history. If, in 
the baroque, history becomes a representation (see Benjamin) , 
representation is itself subject to dramatization or theatricization of 
the sensible world in a backward movement towards a missing 
centre, towards that decentred centre which Pascal , the baroque 
thinker par excellence, placed at the heart of his scientific and 
religious paradigm. In this world with no centre, no site, no fixed 
point of reference, 'the centre is everywhere and the circumference 
nowhere': 'the fixed point has become a point of view'Y 

As it  becomes impossible to determine finitude and appearances 
in relation to any identity reference, any essence or substance, we 
are left with an infinite regress towards a point that is always 
slipping away, a pure otherness of figure. The regress carries us 
towards Eros: the seductive, beguiling theatre of bodies induces an 
active and dynamic image of Eros, through captivation or rapture, 
ecstasy divine or human. It is also a regress towards or of history: 
since it cannot be totalized and mastered, history is acted and 
fT4strated against a background of wars and absolute power. It 
presents itself as a catastrophe which the great disorder of the 
world, or the cosmic disaster of the end of the world so dear to 
baroque poets, is alone capable of expressing in metaphor. 

In this dual, 'postmodern' regress of reality, the great founding 
figures of modernity - the Subject, stability of representation, the 
Centre, Totality - are undermined from within by a logic of 
extremes, paradox and non-dialectical neutralization of opposites, 
such as they appear in oxymoronic writing. At the very moment 
when 'classical science' was establishing itself - a science which, 
from Galileo to Descartes and even Pascal, was highly critical of the 
powers of metaphor - poetry and theatre were asserting the claims 
of universal metaphor. For a time, the 'world as representation 
organized by ratio coexisted with the world as hieroglyph, when the 
famous 'metaphor dispute' broke out at the height of the century of 
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classicism . The relations between image and ratio were then fixed in 
terms that are highly revealing for the archaeology of the modern. 

On the one side were those like du Perron, Descartes and 
Mersenne who attacked metaphor in the name of the new science: 
'Metaphor is a petty similitude, an abridged similitude; it has to pass 
quickly; one must not linger on it when it is too constant; it is 
imperfect and degenerates into enigma. '  12 On the other side was 
Mile de Gournay, Montaigne's adopted daughter, who defended 
the poetic and even epistemological powers of metaphor against the 
moralists of language, and affirmed discordance or excess in the 
beautiful; for her, metaphor was 'the art of discerning a conformity 
in opposites'. 13 

As we know, the debate was eventually settled through the 
withering of metaphor and, above all, the splitting of scientific from 
poetic language in a process bound up with the collapse of the old 
cosmos of resemblances and its ontological foundations. However, 
the classical episteme was not thereby definitively unified. The same 
century which produced the orderly representative paradigm also 
yielded a theory of allegories or emblems, of generalized theatre 
bringing into play that which has been 'made metaphorical' .  This is 
certainly a weighty paradox, and some light is indirectly thrown 
upon it by those who interpret modernity as a 'world image' linked 
to the appearance of a representative Subject bearing 'science as a 
project' (Heidegger) , or by those who define modernity in terms of 
episteme. As Michel Foucault has written : 'At the beginning of the 
seventeenth century, during the period that has been termed, 
rightly or wrongly, the Baroque, thought ceases to move in the 
element of resemblance. ,14 The baroque itself is inscribed within the 
structure of representation that we find in Velazquez's Las Meninas: 
the visible refers us to a reverse side, to an invisible that is at once 
present and absent. But if thought discards the analogic paradigm 
for the order of signs and representation, perhaps it should be 
added that one is talking of scientific thought, a certain philosophi­
cal ratio, the new forms of knowledge. In -any case it is not all 
thought: poetry, and indeed the topos of the world as theatre, 
impose their analogical logic of ambivalence and reversal. At the 
limits of scientific-representative space, the poet even takes on 
the 'role of allegory' . 1 5  Beyond the order of signs, he will rediscover 
the role of correspondences. In fact, Descartes himself inserted 
·baroque disillusion ('Life is a dream') at the heart of the classical 
ratio, even if his methodical doubt used it to undo the old relations 
between similitude and reality. 

There is thus a kind of metaphorical semantics (in Hans Blumen­
berg's fine expressionl6) which haunts the representative context 
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itself, reduplicating the archaeology of scientific concepts in one of 
figural, theological or already secular constellations or con­
figurations. If all representation now plays upon a rel�tion of 
identity and difference, there is also 'another' difference: the 
difference of the Other. In this respect, we might say of the baroque 
what Louis Marin wrote of Pascal : 'Pascal keeps intact the represen­
tative model which he makes metaphorical outside its own domain. 
Pascal draws representation into the infinite play of difference. ,17 

In opposition to all substantialist ontology (that of Descartes,  for 
instance) , Pascal could welcome a thought of nothing (scientific 
vacuum or metaphysical-theological nothingness) and a thought of 
radical difference. The two come together in the status of the 
figural , of figuratives: 'Figure includes absence and presence, 
pleasant and unpleasant. Cipher with a double meaning, of which 
one is clear and says that the meaning is hidden.'18 Pascal's concept 
of the figurative is here very close to that 'baroque apotheosis' 
which, according to Benjamin, takes the form of the blocked 
dialectic of extremes, dialectic 'at a standstill' , frozen in the 
'dialectical image'. The logic of an ambivalence which no synthesis 
can move beyond is inscribed within the very language of differ­
ence, of the elsewhere. This language is evidently theological in 
Pascal , for whom the Name of God is that of the unnameable 
Other, the true 'degree zero of the proper name' (Louis Marin) , the 
infinite gap and maximum difference which deconstructs the meta­
physics of presence, specificity and identitarian appropriation, or 
even of the subject. For the Pascalian 'subject' is already 'sundered' 
and consigned to the Other of all its impenetrable simulacra and 
abysses. It cannot represent itself by reflecting itself in a fixed point, 
a Centre: it is 'difference without a subject', in Derrida's sense. 

But this figural bears pleasure and displeasure with regard to the 
othe'rness hidden within it. This explains why, in the overembodied 
universe of the baroque, the almost materialist passion of bodies 
always oscillates between a cruel, macabre theatre in which the 
death's head and the corpse prowl around, and an ecstatic and 
mystical theatre of love in which the sublime and sublimated Eros 
becomes pure lyricism. Eros and Thanatos, aesthetic of otherness 
and ontology of precariousness, unfold in a number of allegories, 
including the all-powerful one of the feminine and its uncertain,  
bisexual or asexual , double: the Angel . Gerard Genette has shown 
that 'modem thought perhaps invented the baroque as its mirror'; 
but it may be that it was a distorting or broken mirror. For if 
convulsive beauty is the hallmark of times of trouble and distress, 
the allegorization of the feminine may be said to recur in a kind of 
modern baroque peculiar to the arcana of the twentieth century. 
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We find confirmation of this in the reversal space where the 
Romantic Schlegel of Lucinde meets up with the 'melancholic' and 
very Baudelairean Proust of A la recherche du temps perdu, through 
an allegorization of the feminine more and more bereft of aura. 
For the one there is wonderful , vigorous, utopian, androgynous 
allegory: 'I see here a wonderful, deeply meaningful allegory of the 
development of man and woman to full and complete humanity. 
There is much in it - and what is in it certainly does not rise up as 
quickly as 1 do when 1 am overcome by yoU.' 19 For the other there is 
the post-Baudelairean allegory of a petrified feminine: 

It was indeed a dead woman that I saw when, presently, I entered her 
room. She had fallen asleep as soon as she lay down; her sheets, wrapped 
around her body like a shroud, had assumed, with their elegant folds, the 
rigidity of stone . . . . Seeing that expressionless body lying there, I asked 
myself what logarithmic table it constituted, that all the actions in which 
it might have been involved, from the nudge of an elbow to the bruising 
of a skirt, should be capable of causing me . . .  so intense an anguish . 
. . . And so I remained, in the fur-lined coat which I had not taken off 
since my return from the Verdurins' ,  beside that twisted body, that 
allegorical figure. Allegorizing what? My death? My love? 20 

Here the fine anarchy of Romantic allegory - Schlegel's 'beautiful 
chaos of sublime harmonies and interesting pleasures' - has com­
pletely broken up. Allegory no longer makes it possible to run 
through all the degrees of a future humanity in which male and 
female become alike in a third, androgynous sex; now it figures the 
death of love and even a death wrapped around in shrouds. The 
allegory of dissipation and infinite intensity has given way to 
Quevedo's 'ashes of the sensible' (seran ceniza mas tendra sentido) 
and 'amorous dust' (polvo enamorado) . 

And yet, the allegorical powers of the feminine hold together and 
make a comeback that perpetuates a very long history. Already in 
the first century AD Philo of Alexandria, introducing the Old 
Testament into philosophy through an allegorical method of sym­
bolic interpretation and exegesis, saw in the biblical Eve the 
signifying figuration of sense perception. Was 'Adam's offence' not 
the confusion and division that gripped the mind under the sway of 
sensory images? It was for this reason that the feminine appeared 
within a twofold androgynous structure which broke with the 
feminine as biological genus. Eve is at once woman and female side 
of man: every human being, qua mind and sense perception, is at 
once Adam and Eve, within a constitutive androgyny. 

The same allegorical power of the feminine as Other is present in 
the philosophical representation of woman, the donna gentile of 
Dante's verse: 'L'imaginava lei fatta come una donna gentile . '  No 
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doubt this is because she has the understanding of love, l'intelletto 
d'amore,21 and because since Dotima in Plato's Symposium, via 
Boetius and Cicero, philosophy has been a female figure, Derrida 
once remarked apropos of Nietzsche's idea of truth as woman: 
'Perhaps woman - a non-identity, a non-figure, a simulacrum - is 
distance's very chasm, the out-distancing of distance, the interval's 
cadence, distance itself, if we could still say such a thing. '22 

Thus allegory brushes aside all essentiality, all identity or unique­
ness, in accordance with its almost etymological nature: the Greek 
allegoria coming from alios ('other') and agoreuein ('to speak'). For 
allegory consists precisely in saying something other than what one 
means, or in saying one thing so that, by oblique procedures, 
another thing will be understood. But this discourse through the 
other is also discourse of the Other, a vocalization and staging of an 
otherness which eludes direct speech and presents itself as an 
elsewhere. Therefore, before allegory became feminine, it embarked 
on an indeterminate adventure and set its sights on what slipped 
away from it: on the Most High God. As Origen wrote: 'There are 
matters whose significance cannot be duly expounded by any human 
language.' To this failing of human communicative language - a 
failing vis-a-vis the Other - allegory lends its figural force, its lack of 
mediations and explicit correlations, its 'emotional writing' . As 
the Romans held, it is an inversio 'which designates one thing in 
words and another thing, if not an opposite thing, in meaning' 
(Quintilian) . 

That this inversio, from Baudelaire to Proust, crystallized the 
decline of aura says a great deal about the strange introduction of 
seventeenth-century baroque death into the height of modernity. 
For petrification (the stone body, marble body, fixed and frozen 
body) is a baroque metaphor par excellence: so that in the poems of 
Le Moyne, the dead Litie is already marble, with 'cold and heavy 
blood'. Death, as an accident breaking the beautiful continuities of 
time, strips the disguises of love: 'Such an accident makes of Litie a 
piece of marble . . . .  Fear and pain freeze her spirits. '23 

Benjamin is thus absolutely right to insist on the novel aspects of 
modem allegory bound up with the loss of aura, the internalization 
of death being a writing experience which reintroduces a figural - an 
optisch - into modernity.24 

Although allegory does not give birth to a style in the nineteenth 
century, its very reappearance in Baudelaire and its later persist­
ence require some fresh consideration - if only to understand the 
curious baroque reason which has been at work in the twentieth 
century in thinkers as diverse as Benjamin, Barthes and Lacan. One 
of these, Lacan, has written: 'As someone recently noticed, I am 
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placing myself - who is placing me? . . .  - on the side of the 
baroque. ,25 

'Baro�J.�.e<!s(m': the term may appear provocative, so greatly 
hasifie-explaining [rendre raison] of reason obliterated the plurality 
of classical reasons and obscured the baroque as a paradigm of 
thought and writing which overflows conventional models of iden­
tity, essence and substantiality. For those who identify reason with 
its 'long chains', Cartesian or other, it seems impossible that a ratio 
should be stylistic and rhetorical , that it should be permanently at 
grips with its theatricization and dramatization, that it should act 
itst?!L Ol!.LiR_�b_Q.d.i�s'. But in the baroque, the reason of the 
unconscious and the. reason of utopia present themselves-.to. be 
intelpl"�ed. The baroque signifier proliferates beyond everything 
signified, placing language in excess of corporality. At the risk of 
appearing still more paradoxical , we might say that baroque reason 
brings into play the infinite materiality of images and bodies. And 
this being so, it always has to do with otherness as desire. 

Lacan has written that the Baroque is the 'lesser history of 
Christ' ,  in which his importance is established 'through his body'. 
By this Lacan has in mind not only the precariousness of the body in 
the Christian doctrine of salvation, but also the very modalities of 
the enjoyment [jouissance] of the Other's body. For if the body of 
Christ assumes importance only through oral incorporation (the 
Catholic act of communionldevourment as a sublimated oral drive) , 
it is because somewhere the display of the body evokes infinite 
jouissance and thus defines the Baroque: 'Everything is bodily 
exhibition evoking jouissance. ,26 To the exclusion even of the sexual 
act, obscenity shows itself here at the level of desire - the desire 
precisely of the All. The same madness presents itself in the 
jouissance of God and of woman: 'The other side of madness is total 
jouissance, imperative and continual ; and that appears as woman. m 
Concentrated here is precisely what Lacan calls 'the female side of 
God', the intersection of divine and female otherness. 

It should be made clear, however, that the bodily jouissance of 
the Other remains trapped in a curious asymmetry. Whereas man 
aims at the 'phallic' jouissance of the sexual organ, woman, who 'is 
not whole', always has in view the additional jouissance of the body 
as such. In other words, 'regulation of the soul through corporeal 
scopics' - which defines the Baroque for Lacan - is precisely what 
woman is concerned with. For in the baroque affinity between 
thought and Eros, she recognizes herself - I recognize myself - as 
the work of a difference alien to the metaphysics of identity. 

By inserting us into the logic of the phantasm, the baroque leads 
us into the utopian reason of writing while leaving space for the 
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'principle of sufficient reason' .  In allegorical writing, opposites join 
up and cancel each other, with no unitary hierarchy of the whole. 
Reality proliferates in all its dissonant, exuberant detail�, without 
the form of the 'grand style' ever being able to contain or dominate 
it. The resistance of the baroque in the modem world is the 
resistance of a heterogeneous, alien and inassimilable element, ever 
incomplete, in which 'deformalized' forms achieve a space of purely 
qualitative movement: thought of the body, or rather, of the 
generation of space on the basis of movement, the presence/absence 
of the corporeal. 

Only metaphor and figuration, by radicalizing the fluidity of 
phenomena, are able to accomplish the destruction of the ontol­
ogies of high 'modernity' in which the subject and reality are 
content or substance. The price for this is noted by Musil in his 
speech on Rilke: 'The spheres of the categories of being, separate 
from each other in ordinary thought, no longer seem to form more 
than a single one. ,28 This reason therefore 'founds languages' , and 
we can understand why Roland Barthes, like Lacan but from a 
different point of view, sawin the baroque and the pansemic nature 
of the image, the site of excess meaning, obtuse meaning, a signifier 
without a signified, which governs aesthetic pleasure . The 'baroque 
region' ,  from Loyola to Fourier, is the one where 'meaning is 
destroyed beneath symbol' and 'one and the same letter can signify 
two contraries' . 29 The fact that the 'symbolic' effect of the letter 
overflows and suspends any logic of meaning accounts for the links 
between the rhetoric of desire and what Barthes calls 'a baroque 
semantics' or 'a topos of the impossible' ,30 always stylistically 
modelled on the oxymoron: the sun here becomes dark. 

In Barthes's analyses of Loyola and Fourier, baroque semantics 
involves a rejection of the great classical dichotomies, descending 
from the seventeenth century and the Enlightenment, which 
counterpose subject and object, real and unreal, masculine and 
feminine. Baroque semantics presents for interpretation a whole 
'hieroglyphics' which operates through the deciphering of series and 
correspondences between all the realms and forms of the universe. 
Thus Fourier's construction of 'marvellous reals' follows the stylistic 
procedures of the seventeenth-century Baroque: 

• Totality is made impossible by the writing of a manifold, 
multiple-entry text (or picture) . 'Language, the field of the signifier, 
presents relations of insistence, not consistence: centre, weight , 
meaning are dismissed. ,JJ 

• The permanent excess which eroticizes 'the real' by staging 
phantasm 'founds meaning on matter and not on concept'. This 
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materialization or 'corporealization' of the invisible in image issues 
in the 'imperialism of seeing' . 32 

• Detail, as part of the whole (metonymy) , is promoted to 
become adorable detail, the promise of happiness: 'Perhaps the 
imagination of detail is what specifically defines Utopia (opposed to 
political science) ; this would be logical , since detail is phantasmatic 
and thereby achieves the very pleasure of Desire. m 

• There is systematic recourse to a problematic of difference and 
ambiguity. This topos of the impossible thus bears upon the 
difference between the sexes as such. As Fourier wrote: 'In order to 
confound the tyranny of men there must exist for a century a third 
sex, male and female, stronger than man .'34 Only this third sex can 
'denaturalize' the fixedness of instinct and delineate new epistemo­
logical categories of analysis: the space of the neuter, the ambiguous. 
Fourier's world rehabilitates the ambiguous, which 'is not allowed 
in our customs', and demands infinite variation of pleasures by 
asserting their differences. As he writes in Le Nouveau Monde 
amoureux: 'All omnigyny is necessarily sphneistic and every woman 
a pederast - otherwise these characteristics would lose their pivotal 
quality which is philanthropy or devotion to the other sex. '35 One 
could go on forever listing the powers of this 'neuter' which governs 
all transitions (from childhood to old age) and brings extremes 
together. Love, that 'hyper-neuter' ,  blossoms at its outer limits: 
sapphism, pederasty or even incest. The ambiguous, the ambiv­
alent : there is the qualitative value of Fourier's world 'in harmony' , 
the very possibility of all differences! 

Benjamin, Baudelaire, Lacan , Barthes: something like a baroque 
paradigm asserts and establishes itself within 'modernity' . Against 
any idea of self-enclosed language, any logical metalanguage, this 
paradigm continually appeals to the same tropes and stylistic 
procedures: allegory, oxymoron, open totality and discordant 
detail, the real emptied of its superabundance of reality. This whole 
rhetoric of affects presents difference as excess and 'obtuse' mean­
ing: an aesthetics, but also an underground site where the baroque 
paradigm touches the paradigm of desire . It is as if the great modem 
myths of the 'feminine' (Lulu, Penthesilea, Agathe) simply put that 
impossible difference on stage. One name sums them all up: 
Salome. 
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SALOME, OR TH E BAROQU E  
SCE N OG RAPHY O F  DES I RE 

In a passage of his journal where he discusses his Man without 
Qualities, Musil defines modern myth as follows: 'The novel has 
been accused of perversity. Answer: the archaic and the schizo­
phrenic are expressed in art in a concordant manner, even though 
they are totally different. Similarly, incestuous feeling may be 
perversity and it may be myth. Incidentally: a modern myth contains 
intellectual elements. It involves "a partial solution". ' 1  

If  it  is true that modern myths have a theoretical dimension, if 
they offer an experience of utopian thought which dis aggregates and 
destabilizes the given by introducing Nothing and the Other, if, that 
is, their logic is one of divergence or difference from any real of 
plenitude, then this would rather paradoxically establish their 
proximity to what Benjamin calls allegory, in both its anti­
subjective stylistic forms (decline of the subject and of social 
identities) and in its opposition to the forms of Greek tragedy. At 
the same time, these characteristics of allegory bear within them 
a Trauerspiel, a theatricization of the existent which always seeks 
to 'remove the limits of language' ,  as Barthes said of baroque 
semantics. 

To theatricize the existent here means to deploy it in multivocal 
scenographies with an unconscious circulation of figures and bodies, 
veritable metaphors for what is to be thought. And even at the 
height of 'modernity' , does this not always write back into its 

· languages the baroque paradigm of desire and thought? Is this not 
what is involved in Les Fleurs du mal, and in those great modern 
myths of otherness as non-reciprocity, as femininity, whose names 
are Lulu, Carmen and Salome? In all these scenes the Other 
appears in its most radical, 'excessive' form, as the fundamental 
reference of women, as a violent semantics of drives in which sexual 
non-reciprocity definitively links together Eros and Thanatos. 

Salome is certainly among the most exemplary of these fin-de­
siecle myths, the one in which the issues and forms of the baroque 
paradigm offer themselves for interpretation. Its unprecedented 
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fascination is evident from the names of Flaubert , Mallarme , 
Huysmans, Wilde, Moreau, Beardsley, Klimt, Strauss - just to 
mention a few of those who gave it representation in the literature, 
painting and music of the second half of the nineteenth century and 
the early part of the twentieth. Already a legendary history steeped 
in the Gospels had given rise to an exceptionally rich and charged 
iconography: in the sixteenth century alone, the figure of Salome 
bearing John the Baptist's severed head on a silver platter appears 
with matchless allegorical power in, among many others, the work 
of Jacob Cornelisz, Josef Heinz, Bartolommeo Veneto, Bernardino 
Luini and Titian. But her decisive importance comes with Oscar 
Wilde's play (1890) , Gustave Moreau's paintings (Salome Dancing 
before Herod, The Apparition) and Richard Strauss's opera (1905) ­
which together 'invented' Salome. 

They did so by giving her a name, with all its power of excitation 
and all its dense mystery. In Wilde and Strauss the girl who for 
centuries had been 'the daughter of Herodias' called herself: 
Salome. And this power of the proper name, this language of 
language , sealed her first impossible encounter with Jokanaan/John ,  
who immediately consigned her to the anonymity of prostitution:2 

'I am Salome, the daughter of Herodias, the Princess of ludaea. '  
'Stand back, daughter of Babylon! To the chosen of God approach not. ,3 

But to give her a name, to inscribe her in the order of the 
signifier, is also to introduce her through this active signification into 
a world , a history, a destiny. Here nominal existence opens the 
language of her desire , the reappropriation of her mythical body. 
Whereas, before Wilde, the 'daughter of Herodias' was a young 
Jewish virgin who fulfilled her mother's wish for vengeance and not 
her own, it is now Salome who desires and decides. And what a 
desire ! 

It is born of hearing the voice of Jokanaan the prophet rise from 
the depths of the cistern/prison: 

Thy voice is like sweet music to my ears. 

Next the desire of his body: 

lokanaan! I am am'rous of thy body. lokanaan! . . .  Ah, let thy white 
body be touched by me. 

And then the mad, 'peremptory' desire of decapitation: 

1 would that they presently bring me in a silver charger . . .  the head of 
lokanaan . . . .  1 do not heed the voice of my mother. 'Tis for my own 
pleasure that 1 ask the head of lokanaan in a silver charger. 
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Finally , the more cannibalistic, necrophiliac desire to kiss the head 
of his corpse: 

Ah! Thou wouldst not suffer me to kiss thy mouth, thou wouldst not, 
10kanaan. Well, well , it shall now be kissed. And with my teeth I'll bite 
it, I will bite it as one bites in a ripe fruit. 

Seeing, touching, cutting, kissing, eating: these are Salome's 
gestures, the extremist baroque somatology, which Strauss's music 
carries to its paroxysm of dissonance and which Wilde's play scripts 
in the form of asymmetrical otherness: 

I was a princess, thou hast scorned me. I was a virgin, thou hast 
deflowered me. I was chaste, thou didst fill my veins with fire.4 

The gestural - which includes dance - is so much the figurative 
element of Salome that in Moreau's paintings the whole pictorial 
space is organized by her outstretched hand, resolute, frightened, 
vengeful , clutching a lotus flower that is the metaphor of sexuality. 
It is the gesture of desire become plastic force, desire which 
designates its own 'part object': the auratic, radiant, bleeding head 
of the dead Jokanaan. The gesture is a kind of impossible pictorial 
hyphen between two bodies: Salome's body of seeming appearance 
and the mystical body, the apparition, of John. We can see why, 
although Moreau devoted a number of paintings to this theme, it 
was his Salome Dancing before Herod which drew more than five 
hundred thousand visitors at the Salon of 1876, and why both 
Wilde's play and Strauss's opera were banned by moralistic censors 
(in London in 1891 and Vienna in 1905). For this gesture of female 
desire threatens to be a founding gesture, in that it transgresses the 
'Christian scene' of the sacrament which is also a (symbolic) 
incorporation of the body. In taking as the object of her desire the 
absolute Other of sainthood, Salome presents a highly Christian, 
and hardly Jewish, relationship to the body. For the Christian 
rt.:ligion simultaneously requires that there should be a body (the 
body of Christ crucified, the body of the Church, the body of the 
sacramental host) and that there should not be a body - or that it 
should be cast off or doomed. On the one hand, the prohibition 
expressed in saintliness robs desire of any body; on the other hand, 
the flesh is guilty in itself. As Michel de Certeau writes: 'The 
"corpus mysticum" - the Apparition - always presents itself as the 
quest for a body. '  Indeed, he defines mysticism as 'the production of 
a body' , 'a cinematography of the body' which refers back to the 
origin of Christianity in 'the loss or disappearance of a body' . 5 

This exacerbated relationship to the present/absent body, which 
is a feature of all baroque, also characterizes Salome, with one 
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additional nuance. Salome rejects Christian 'mourning work' :  
instead, the affirmation of a woman's desire, as burning as it is 
virginal , supposes and 'devours' the body of the Other. It thus 
reverses the woman-death mimesis of Baudelaire's baroque aUe­
gory - the dead, frozen, stone-like Albertine, for example - in 
which the 'queen of the graces' ,  the 'star of my eyes', the 'sun of my 
nature' is but vermin, carrion and decomposing love . Salome well 
embodies Baudelaire's 'bloody apparatus of destruction' by sancti­
fying the severed head of her desire , by pushing the destructive 
principle of modern allegory to its extreme in the fragment, the 
ruin, the wound as dead/living head of desire. But this auratic head 
is already sacred, holy, out of reach, twice forbidden. The religious 
figure serves to demonstrate the impossibility of this jouissan.::e, this 
movement in which the embers of desire ice over in the idee fixe of 
kissing 10kanaan's mouth. It is a hallucinatory scenario, a kind of 
metaphysical orgasm in which the 'bitter taste' of love and the 
madness of death combine in the macabre theatre of the seven­
teenth century. 

AUegorical violence leads Baudelaire to reinvent the female 
body, to produce a different, mutilated sexual body: 

Et faire a ton flane etonne 
Une blessure large et ereuse.6 

But in the case of Salome, it results in a severed dislocation of the 
erotic, mystical body of man. It is no longer the breast/tomb of 
Baudelaire's femmes damnees but this severed head of desire which 
moves 'presentation' in the baroque imaginaries. 

This named desire, then, upturns not only the Christian scene but 
equally Freud's future historical novel of the birth of humanity. For 
Freud, the founding act of the social is also a murder or an act of 
devourment, but it is murder or devourment of the Father by the 
Son. In short, it is a question of Saturn rather than Helen. By 
placing sex above aU divine, social or human law, Salome rejoins a 
whole line of 'excessive' ,  dangerous womeI) who have proclaimed 
the necessity of a 'revolution' in the symbolic - the very women 
whom modern myths bring up to date or create . 

In a poem he wrote in 1923, 'Isis und Osiris' , Robert Musil 
himself traced the great incestuous myth of Ulrich and his sister 
Agathe back to his own pre-history. Here we find the same 
scenography of limits: androgynous devourment of brother and 
sister takes the Elizabethan form of a physical and symbolic 
interchange; I give you my sex for your heart. 

Gently then the sister removed the sex 
From the sleeper and ate it up. 
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And gave her sweet heart in return , 
Hanging her crimson heart upon him. 
In dream the wound did heal 
And she ate the beloved sex.? 

The mutual devouring of genitals and heart, the baroque apothe­
osis of love, functions here as the grand metaphor of otherness, of 
the other state (der andere Zustand) . In his incestuous passion for 
Agathe, Ulrich lives that radical experience of erotic anarchy, 
where the male subject without ego, qualities or subjectivity 
discovers himself to be 'human' in the female double who gives him 
a body, a reality. The androgynous dimension has been noted by 
many critics and accepted by Musil himself within the framework of 
the novel . 'Can it be understood why, all over the world, the ideal of 
lovers is to become one being, even though these ungrateful 
creatures owe nearly all the charm of love to the fact that they are 
two beings of delightfully different sexes?,g And yet, what Ulrich 
and Agathe attain in the 'other state' is this 'dream of being one 
person in two separately moving bodies' or 'two goldfish in a bowl' ,  
a dream of absolute twinship, androgynous and mystical. The 
'delightful difference' would appear to exist only to be negated in a 
utopia in Musil's sense of the term. 'Utopia means an experiment in 
which one observes the possible change of one element and the 
effects that it would produce in the complex phenomenon we call 
life . '  Or again : 'Utopia - that is, the equivalent of a possibility . '  

This experimental component of sexual difference therefore 
makes it possible to destabilize the established reality, to 'de­
simplify' the elements at work in the very structure of the bisexual 
phantasm. 'Baroque reason' is very clos� to"lb�fre�<!i�p knowl­
edge drive: �h� knowledge of both sexes at the same time. We mighf 
say "iiiat this reproduces in modernity the position of Teiresias in 
Greek tragedy, the seer who became blind from having glimpsed 
the naked body of the goddess Athena and who himself experienced 
a c.hange of sex and the infinite jouissance of the feminine. 

This cannibal love recalls many another. Kleist's Penthesilea, for 
example, in the play of the same name, tears and eats the body of 
Achilles and proclaims the tragic irreducibility of her desire: 
'Kisses, bites - the two rhyme together. And whoever loves with 
all their heart can take the one for the other. '9 Agathe, Lulu, 
Penthesilea, Salome - all represent that everything/nothing erotics 
characteristic of baroque desire. The body is devoured and affirmed 
as an 'adorable detail' ,  however bloody it may have become. The 
severed head, the devoured genitals stand as a 'perverse' metonymy 
of desire, in which the mutilated part fetishizes a primitive oral drive 
in place of the totality of love . Desire, by being desire of the Other, 
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kills and raves as it hollows out an impossible otherness. And that 
otherness is the critical problem of the whole fin-de-siecle 'decadent 
imaginary' which the paintings of Salome condense in the form of 
myth. 

It is the otherness of a girl , a Jewess who always appears highly 
pagan and oriental in relation to the Christian body. The whole 
imaginary of a libidinized East is here mobilized by a declining 
'colonialist' West that is prey to archaeological trials and tribu­
lations. Gustave Moreau, the great painter of myths such as those of 
Oedipus, Orpheus, Helen and Moses, even goes so far as to 
rehabilitate allegory. Of his Messalina, he writes that it concerns 
'the unsatisfied desire of woman in general, but of a perverse 
woman acting in pursuit of her ideal' ;  and in this debauch of Eros 
and death, 'the scene is conceived in the form of allegory' , as if once 
again the theatricization of the pictorial - 'the scene' - were joined 
with the power of allegory. 10 

The very body of Salome, which is the focus of seventy of 
Moreau's 120 sketches on the subject, bears the marks and traces of 
this my tho-logy . At first he wanted her to be a naked dancing figure, 
but Salome is gradually reclothed with all the 'tattoos' of a living 
archaeology. Her outstretched arm is decorated with a lotus flower 
(sign of sensual pleasure) and a bracelet bearing an eye (the 
Egyptian oudjat, as the sign of magical fluid) . Salome's jewel­
bedecked body is covered with various shapes, including heads of 
monsters with apotropaic eyes - a veritable sign-body made totally 
unreal . Salome thus operates in a universe of symbols: a black 
panther (lasciviousness) ,  a sphinx, a statue of Diana of Ephesus and 
two of Ahriman (the Persian figure of evil) , while the temple and 
altar settings place the whole scene at the border between the real 
and the unreal. 

In this plethora of symbolic and theatrical detail, Salome epito­
mizes all the archaeological phantasms of a society which dreams its 
cold and alluring femmes fatales in the shape of an oriental Other. 
We can see why, in his famous A Rebours, Huysmans saw in her 
'the symbolic incarnation of undying lust, the goddess of immortal 
hysteria, the accursed Beauty . . .  the monstrous Beast, indifferent, 
irresponsible , insensible, poisoning, like the Helen of ancient myth, 
everything that approaches her, everything that sees her, everything 
that she touches'. 1 1  

We might also consider here that female bestiary which male 
humanity has continually produced and updated, in imagery by no 
means confined to the Christian zoo. Antiquity already had its 
devouring monster-seductresses, dangerously alluring female 
figures who usually bore phallic symbols and were often equipped 
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with deadly, narcissistic mirrors to entrap the sou! . Part-woman, 
part-scorpion, -viper, -serpent, -winged beast, -dragon - such are 
the great figures of devouring seduction: Lilith, Scylla, Sirens and 
Gorgons, the Melusine fairies of French legend, and many others. 
To grasp the allegorical and decadent power of the ancient myths, 
one has only to look at the wild paintings of Mucha, where a 
'perverse' girl with hair of vultures and skulls holds in her claw­
hands thousands of tom and martyred bodies. 

Actually, we might go further and see in Salome the last in the 
line of those nineteenth-century Medusa Beauties or 'Dames sans 
merci' that Mario Praz has so thoroughly analysed. 12 For the middle 
of the nineteenth century was a real watershed when ilie -fa�ed 
romantic 'hero' irreversibly shifted into the femme fatale and 
sublimated sexuality began to dream of a different , castrating 
sex!lality. Hence the tradition of oriental Lady Macbeths, Messalinas 
and Cleopatras, praying mantises thirsty for the blood of their 
desire . The vampire woman (from Gautier to Swinburne) and the 
femme fatale (Cecily, Carmen, Messalina, Penthesilea, Mary Stuart , 
Venus) now had a brilliant future ahead of them. 

It should be recognized that this involved a real shift in the 
relationship to the body, which was alternately rehabilitated and 
condemned. Anhe ffi01:nent whe�_ I�l)()Uring b()d�es were being ey_er 
more confiscated by machines, reshaped and destroyed in their 
appearances, subjected to industrialization and urbanization, 
woman became guilty of that inherence in the body which has been 
armb:sed by.Jean Stambins.ki: 'Nineteenth-century man develops an 
inverted, complementary image of idealized femininity. According 
to this myth, woman is the great temptress because her nature 
makes her incapable of absenting herself from her body. ,13 Men do 
not have, or no longer have, this body-obsessed body which is 
allegorized or mythified as nature, excess, flower-body - so many 
formal correlates of an increasingly instrumental reason. Witness 
the ambivalent positions of Baudelaire : fascinated by make-up, 
female artifice and fashion, he nevertheless despises 'emancipated' 
women (George Sand) and 'horribly' natural women. And yet the 
female face, with its melancholic voluptuousness and its vacancy 
lending itself to conjecture, expresses the Baudelairean idea of 
Beauty. 

It was thus on the basis of the female body that this industrious, at 
times puritanical , society drew the figures of boundary-crossing, the 
topologies of excess, the curious alternation of angelism and 
demonism which ruled an imaginary in the throes of secularization. 
In fact, woman moves any imaginary which seeks to liberate itself 
from the established polarities. The fin-de-siecle 'feminization of 
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culture' stemmed both from the decline of the traditional aura and 
from the formal 'deconstruction' of the great philosophical and 
epistemological antinomies handed down by the Enlightenment: 
feminine/masculine, real/unreal, rationaVirrational, and so on. In 
Baudelaire as in Nietzsche, the forms open into a yawning 'chasm' 
or 'abyss' of meaning. The real no longer presents itself as a fact, a 
meaning, a full form, a horizon of objects: it is now furrowed with 
absence, to be interpreted like a hieroglyph in the process of its 
withdrawal . Not on!L<:ioes bellu�y tjse u£ fr�.!!1 �l1e 1!..t>y�; !tt...s:J�ej§_no 
form except on the basis of a primal, chaotic, maternal formless­
ness, which expiodes the dassical Hegelian hierarcby of form and 
content . This accounts for the strange similarity and theoretical 
contemporaneity between Baudelaire , poet of the 'decline of aura' , 
and Nietzsche , philosopher of the nihilist decline of values. The one 
writes in his 'Refiexions sur quelques-uns de mes contemporains' : 
'Everything is hieroglyph . . . .  What is a poet . . .  if not a translator, 
a decipherer?,14 The other sees in morality and metaphysics a 
'hieroglyphic text' and makes of interpretation the hermeneutics of 
the will to power. 

This 'untimely' modernity therefore destroys the appearance of 
meaning and plenitude in the beautiful systems and totalities. The 
modern aesthetic of fragment and ambivalence naturally rejoins the 
aesthetic of seventeenth-century baroque. It brings forth a principle 
of dissonance and shock which dislocates, pluralizes and deforma­
lizes forms. The digging of the void that we find in spleen, together 
with the structure of disillusion in nihilism, break apart the great 
manifest truths of a reality structured by perspectival space and 
unilinear time. The baroque region of modernity derives from the 
labour of a plural, heterogeneous negativity,  post-Hegelian and 
non-Hegelian, which Adorno detected in the music of Schonberg: 'a 
chaotic anarchy, the precedence of disorder over order' . 

Thus, beyond the particular historical referents, the labour of 
limits and differences which takes the feminine as its basis accom­
plishes 'the testimony of a passion come from elsewhere and aimed 
at elsewhere'. 15 In this anticipation of a nowhere, an ineffable 
place, an interstice, we find a baroque topology of the impossible 
peculiar to modern myth in Musil's sense of the term. It is something 
quite different from irrationality: the utopia of an anthropological 
and symbolic revolution affecting the distribution of values and 
sexes. 

Modern myth, then, always includes its own anthropological 
critique, its own non-rational reason, through a whole series of 
correspondences between antiquity (Greek, Persian, Egyptian) and 
a modernity dominated by the look and by theatre . The otherness of 
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the feminine is reinforced by the play of other aesthetic, cultural 
and even unconscious othernesses. 

First of all, it is a strictly pictorial otherness of a colourisfs world, 
somewhat 'Egyptian' and very visual or tactile, composed of 
luminous aggregates and disaggregations which irradiate bodies to 
the point of rendering them unreal or 'poetic' . In Moreau's 
paintings, beyond the murder and the violated taboos, Salome's 
pale-white body joins 10kanaan's brilliant radiance in a virginal , 
androgynous kinship. The otherness is reduplicated in the tragedy 
of the asymmetrical look which is dominant especially in Strauss's 
opera. 

Salome , who sees and is barely seen, is the deadly intersection of 
looks which engenders unhappiness. As the Page who will die of 
love for her says directly to Narraboth: 'You always look at her. 
You look at her too much. It's dangerous to look at people in such 
fashion. Terrible things may happen [Schreckliches kann geschehn] . '16 
Schrecklich - something dangerous and terrible - is the veritable 
leimotif in the libretto of Salome, and Richard Strauss made it 
correspond to the female 'dissonance' of the clarinet (Salome's 
musical motif) with its range of thirds. 

If Salome sees too much, 10kanaan is precisely the one who will 
not, cannot, see with 'fleshly' eyes because he wants nothing to do 
with her: 

Who is this woman who is looking at me? I'll not have her eyes resting 
upon me. Wherefore doth she look at me with her golden eyes under her 
gilded eyelids? I know not who she is. I do not wish to know who she is. 
Bid her go. To her I would not speak. 

This 'I do not wish to know' (because I know), this I do not wish to 
see (because I have seen her 'golden eyes'), recurs in Salome's final 
contemplation of the dead man's head: 

Ah ! Wherefore didst thou never look at me, 10kanaan? Thou didst put 
upon thine eyes the cov'ring of him who seeketh God in all His glory. 
Well! Thou may'st have seen thy God, 10kanaan , but me, me, me thou 
dldst never see. If thou hadst looked at me, thou wouldst have loved 
me.17 

The visible and the invisible, eyes of the body against eyes of the 
spirit: this imperialism of sight theatricizes desire and leads to a kind 
of deictics of the female body. Salome's 'this is my body' - the dance 
of the seven veils in which she strips before the lustful gaze of Herod 
- is a challenge to the 'this is my body' of religion. More than 
immodesty or perversion, Salome expresses the body's meta­
morphoses carried into their representational alienation, where the 
feminine is consumed and consummated in the eternal 'hysterical' 
encounter of seduction and theatre. 
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She performs the phantasm of love in all its senses: first , as an 
unreality which since the Middle Ages has shifted from immediate 
seeing of the Other to its imaginary, to the figure as love of the 
image; but also in the more precise sense of those 'funereal 
strategies' that assert themselves in Baudelairean melancholy or 
Freudian perversion. The phantasm of love becomes partial, frag­
mentary object, bounded and set in perspective . Object of pleasure 
and suffering cut off from the body, but in fact a somatic extension 
of the self, the fetish object is strictly speaking metonymic. It is 
there to veil and unveil , to display and conceal the sexual object. 
The final scene in which Salome kisses the severed head of 
10kanaan becomes clearer in light of what Rosolato writes of denial: 
'What appears in the encounter between a look and a seen, what is 
unbearable in the spectacle, is the horror and apoplectic effect 
which arise in the flash when phantasm and reality are telescoped 
together.'18 The telescoping is so strong and so sublimated that the 
destructive intent in the allegory and in Salome's sadistic love drive 
are all but transformed into tenderness, 'cannibalism of tenderness' 
or 'metonymic tenderness' , to use the formulations of Masud 
Khan. 19 

All the othernesses therefore converge on that 'metonymic effect' 
of the severed head that we find in other paintings of Gustave 
Moreau (including Orpheus) and especially those of Odilon Redon. 
Is the Apparition not this wild telescoping of reality and phantasm? 

As in the masterpieces of Caravaggio, where angels destabilize 
space by making the Other, the distant light, suddenly visible, so 
here the head of 10kanaan creates an infernal incandescence, a halo 
or aura. It refers us to the whole mystique of the severed head and 
the eye peculiar to the pictorial symbolism of the epoch, with 
Odilon Redon again the prime example (see his Head of a Martyr) . 
Eyes delineate 'luminous bodies which open onto the infinite'; with 
their power of dream and mystery, they already see the limits of the 
representational scene. As Redon wrote in his journal for 1902: 
'The meaning of mystery is to be always in ambiguity with double, 
triple aspects ; in the hints of aspect (images in images) , forms which 
will be, or which become according to the state of mind of the 
beholder. All things more than suggestive because they appear.'20 

The equivocal, the double,  the play on appearances, the nascent 
form: everything here evokes the baroque procedures of the 
language of the Other which infringes codes by overturning their 
limits. Redon himself relates this 'appearance' to Goethe's famous 
Urphiinomen which Benjamin discussed in connection with baroque 
drama: 'There is perhaps a primary vision in the flower. Organ of 
totality (Goethe) . Bisexual. '21 
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Through its 'uncanny' visual effects, the severed head constitutes 
a kind of figuration of desire , a trope in the precise sense that 
Condillac, following Du Marsais, systematized: 'The advantages of 
tropes are, first, to designate things which have no name, and 
second, to give body and colours to those which do not fall under 
meaning.' To disturb flat representational space, to unravel through 
concordia discors the harmonious relations originating in the 
Renaissance between form of the eye and form of theatre: such is 
the trope of desire in which the great obsessions of the fin-de-siecle 
imaginary are condensed - panic fear of sex and castration, 
obsession with virility smitten with impotence, the impossible 
jouissance of the feminine. Nor should we pass over the mystical 
metaphor of the act of slicing: 'Slicing is the process of union when it 
is the Absolute which delineates because it removes. >22 

Behind this erotics of the fragment and its threefold scene - the 
baroque, 'modernity' and Freudianism - the basic theme of the 
post-Baudelaire an Modern Style is already being acted out: namely, 
the transfiguration of sterility and virginity. Salome is on fire 
because she is still a virgin: she is at once Baudelaire's 'cold majesty 
of the sterile woman' and Mallarme's 'horror at being a virgin' .  
Stripped of her traditional auras, woman revives the accents of the 
oxymoron and the baroque apotheosis: 'cruel snow' , Salome 'burn­
ing with chastity' (Mallarme) . Twenty years later, in another crisis 
culture prone to the Modern Style, Gustav Klimt's Judith re­
discovers the other Salome, that relationship between sexuality and 
death, that aesthetic of cutting and fragmentation. A gold and jewel 
necklace separates the head from Judith's body, reduplicating in a 
highly distanced ornamentation the severed head of Holofernes. 
There is the same orientalizing (here Byzantine) style, the same 
modernist and baroque overprinting, the same imperialism of the 
image and of the bodily section, '  the same theatricization and 
allegorization of the feminine, that metaphor of male castration. 
The rehabilitation of myth and allegory common to Moreau and 
Kltmt seals these new relations between the ancient and the 
modern, nature and technology, which were already at work in 
the Baudelairean 'revolution' .  On the one hand, the decorative, 
orientalist cutting of bodies is clearly modernist and close to all the 
aesthetics of shock and montage; but on the other hand, nature is 
here a primitive, archaeological arche, a femininity of life which, 
though all-powerful, is highly controlled in its proliferation of 
ambiguous, perverse, sometimes bisexual bodies. 

In this metaphorization of the love and death drives, Salome/ 
Judith updates the exasperation of love in Baudelairean allegory, 
the experience of the 'terrible' and 'delightful' which originates in a 
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radical transformation of the notion of reality. The experience of 
melancholy - now marked by the internalization of death, with­
drawal, non-plenitude, the abyss - gives birth to an ontological 
perception of the 'dearth of reality' in the real. But Salome 
reincarnates it by inverting its psychic economy and inserting a 
desire that was absent from Baudelaire's work: female desire . Thus 
the baroque style of Baudelaire's poems, his cult of images and 
theatre, his procedures for staging and sectioning bodies (what 
Benjamin calls baroque Detaillierung), work themselves out again 
in Salome as a logic of realization and almost 'materialization' of the 
Other-being of allegory. 

Baudelaire's 'modern baroque' certainly established itself within 
this awareness of the loss of reality, this spleen which covers the 
whole tradition of melancholy from the Middle Ages (acedia) to the 
Renaissance and Durer's Melencolia (1514) or Robert Burton's 
Anatomy of Melancholy. But modern melancholy or Trauer arises 
from the new experience of decline of aura, subjective depreciation 
of the self, destruction of the appearances of both Subject and 
world. As Benjamin writes: 'The decisive ferment which, in enter­
ing the taedium vitae, transforms it into spleen is that of self­
estrangement. ,23 Such estrangement establishes a void within a 
problematic subjectivity permanently trapped between 'centraliz­
ation' and 'vaporization' of the self, to use Baudelaire's own terms. 
The poetic Ego is now marked by melancholic duplicity: to desire, 
while barring the road to desire, will maintain that self-relationship 
of play and theatre which is 'modern heroism'. To live in disillusion 
and permanent unreality is the condition of the poetic Ego and its 
dramaturgy: 

Mais mon coeur, que jamais ne visite l'extase, 
Est un theatre ou l' on attend 

Toujours, toujours en vain, l'Etre aux ailes de gaze!24 

Not only is modern big-city life an endless theatre of 'dialectical 
images' without aura or 'gauze-winged being' , but this Trauerspiel 
renews the characteristically baroque perception of the world. 
Permanent catastrophe and not straightforward progress, loss of 
any stable referent in history and not the subject as bearer of an 
already accomplished meaning: 'For Spleen the buried (corpse) is 
.the "transcendental Subject" of historical consciousness. '25 Hence­
forth melancholy feeds on a negative, catastrophist utopia: life 
knows neIther future rior evolution; it is 'pure, frozen agitation' , 
deployment of an organic vision and sadistic, machine-like imagi­
nation, which separate love from modern, auraless erotics. 

�e horizon of melan��()li�J�!ls or withdrawal of the love-object 
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explains why the poetic experience focuses on bodies, and especially 
on the female body which is confronted with its most destructive 
othernesses: death and the angelic aura of nostalgic, impossible 
love. Such an experience is profoundly ambivalent, for it takes 
shape in the infinite quest for the lost love-object - hence its archaic 
regression towards the corr�spo.!l_q��E�_s _ ?! rnemory ,_ the :g!.�en 
P���Qj�e of �hjldhoo<.l 19ves' and the powerfully desired boqy Qf the 
mother. And yet, as in all melancholy, desire is gripped by a kind of 
'heroic fury' or 'lovesickness' , a sublimity and bodily excess. For the 
melancholic gaze, as for the baroque gaze, the body always 
announces itself as lost and overly present. The ambivalence is so 
'ontological' that it falls in with allegorical writing itself - an 
emotionally charged writing of opposites which lays reality bare and 
flattens its antinomies. Undermined by an in surpassable conflict , 
such writing is at once cold technique (which returns to the rhetoric 
of antiquity), convention and animated 'expression' which bursts 
forth in a shower of images. The creative antinomy makes of it a 
writing of excess. But the image ever present in Baudelaire's stage­
settings is often there only as immobilized in pictures, as realized in 
part, fragment or fetish: 'In the field of allegorical intuition, the 
image is fragment. '  Through its figural excess and constant frag­
menting, allegorical writing might be said to be both 'perverse' and 
'hysterical' .  It is perverse because the rhetorical and poetic over­
coding corresponds well to the 'mentalization' of drives in Freud's 
theory of perversion; words and the creation of language substitute 
for desire, and the poetic I is there only as spectator or witness in a 
theatre where all actions are seen and are performed by others. It is 
hysterical because the 'cult of images' has to endow the body with its 
own materiality , a thoroughly imaginary proximity, a non­
renunciation of the primal , archaic maternal body. 

Theatre, entertainment, play: tbese words indicate something 
quite different from a merely psychological state . The 'untimely' 
experience of modernity is rooted in an ontological toppling of the 
real , a movement in which signs meet the infinite chasm of meaning. 
Hence the formal correlates of the melancholic Eros: the female 
body so fragmented as to produce a pathos of detail; the body so 
phantasized as to yield mystical obscenity and an eroticization of the 
corpse, the skeleton and death in general . Love gives rise to all 
these 'funereal strategies' of which Salome holds the secret. 

If we take Baudelaire's great poems which display this erotics of 
severance and fragmentation - 'Les Bijoux' , 'Le Balcon' , 'A une 
Madone' - we immediately see that the Detaillierung of bodies gives 
rise to a baroque 'scenography' of desire . Thus, in 'Le Balcon',  
beauty as 'mother of memories' breaks down into partial images 
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caught in the movement of desire: the 'dear body' is only 'breast', 
then 'bouquet of your blood', then 'your knees' in which I 'live my 
past again' .26 � Eislocated . !!I!i�y of the wom.an's living and 
desiring body transforms it into what Bersani calls an 'image­
pr�� JDi!�bJ.ne' .27 Hence the baroque paradigm of desire 
peculiar to allegory. 'The object grasped by allegorical intention is 
tom from the context of life. It is at once broken and preserved'28 -
that is, broken in reality, and preserved in memory and decomposed 
love. At the limit, the living body turns into its opposite. In 'Une 
Charogne' the 'queen of graces' becomes 'carcass' or 'carrion' ,  
while in 'A une Madone' 'the spellbound statue' is gradually 
covered with a 'gown of desire', 'dainty shoes of respect' and finally 
'seven keen blades' plunged into 'your throbbing heart, your 
sobbing, gushing heart'. 29 The scene recalls Penthesilea and still 
more Salome, where destructive rage follows the movement of love 
in its cutting of the body. 

In Strauss's opera, Salome's desire is subject to the same 
'imperialism of sight' , the same 'cult of images' ,  from the first look 
that grips her heart and instantly triggers 'lovesickness' .  This 
rendering of desire as event is characteristic of the whole figural 
realm, and the sudden perception of 'dissimilar likeness' telescopes 
reality and phantasms from the first scene where Salome meets 
10kanaan. The telescoping is metaphorized under the sign of the 
moon, the female principle and symbolic measure of Trauerspiel. 
Even before Salome appears on stage, the moon is there in all its 
'uncanniness, :3o 

A Page of Herodias: See the moon, oh look, how strange the moon 
seems. She's like a woman rising from a tomb . . .  

Narraboth: How pale is the Princess. Never have I known her to look so 
pale. She is like the shadow of a snow-white rose in a mirror of silver. 

The same lunar metaphors are used by Salome: 
How good 'tis to see the moon. She is like a little silver flower, cold and 
chaste. 

And it precisely this lunar flower, cold and chaste, which Salome 
finds in 10kanaan's body: 

I'm sure he is chaste like the moon. His flesh must be cool, cool like 
ivory. 

White, chaste moon, black and deadly moon, red moon bloody with 
passion: this organic cycle is in the image of Salome's desire and the 
whole movement of the opera. As in Baudelaire's 'Le Balcon' ,  
Salome's desire refers us to an extremist, coloured somatology 
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which brings into play two well-known baroque procedures: Detail­
lierung moving from the whole body to its last part; and a constant 
reversal of images into their opposite , dialectical images with no 
synthesis . 

1 First, there is the lyricism of whiteness , of the whole body in its 
virginal purity: 'lokanaan! I am am'rous of thy body. 10kanaan ! 
Thy body is white like the lilies of a wide field that the mower never 
has mowed. You look as white as the snows on the hills of ludaea . 
. . . Ah, let thy white body be touched by me.'31 

2 Then, after 10kanaan's rejection, comes the reversal into its 
opposite and the appearance of a lyricism of blackness: 

Thy body is hideous. It's just like the body of a leper. It is like a plastered 
wall where vipers have crawled; like a plastered wall where the scorpions 
have made their nest. It is like a whited sepulchre, full of loathsome 
things. It is horrible, thy body is horrible. It's thy hair that I'm 
enamoured of, lokanaan. Thy hair is like clusters of grapes, like the 
clusters of black grapes on the vine trees of Edom. Thy hair is like the 
cedars, the mighty cedars of Lebanon , that to lions and robbers give their 
shade . . . .  Nothing in the world is so black as thy hair. Let me touch thy 
hair.32 

3 Further rejection by 10kanaan leads to the appearance of a 
lyricism of redness and the 'partial object' of desire, the kissable 
mouth. 

Thy hair is horrible. With mire and dust it's covered. It is just like a 
crown of thorns which on thy head is placed. It is like serpents awrithing 
round thy neck . I love thy hair not. It is thy mouth that I desire, 
10kanaan. Thy mouth . . .  is like a sweet pomegranate cut with a knife of 
silver. . . .  Thy mouth is redder than the feet of the men who tread the 
wine, stamping in the winepress . . . .  Nothing in the world is so red as thy 
mouth. Ah, let me kiss thy mouth, kiss thy mouth. 33 

Six times Salome repeats this ideeJixe, this meeting of reality and 
phantasm which issues in the final cannibalism of love when she 
kisses the dead man's mouth. Lily-white, grape-black, pomegranate­
red: the coloured segmentation of 10kanaan's body symbolizes 
Salome herself as virgin, murderess and passionate would-be lover. 
The allegory of modern baroque thus seems to produce a kind of 
perverse scenario of the feminine. The part detached from the living 
body becomes a fetish object of lack, a surrogate which bursts into 
the visual field on a mirror-equivalent, a silver platter, or in the 
form of an 'apparition' in the painting by Gustave Moreau. Salome, 
then , feels the impalpable , crosses the last frontier of all law to 
obtain the wiping out of her narcissistic wound. A whole utopia, 
'black' and destructive, liberates in the inorganic limit the partial 
and fragmentary, the pathos of detail . As Benjamin writes: 'Sadism 
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and fetishism interpenetrate in the phantasms which seek to push 
back all organic life towards an inorganic foundation. ,34 The 
feminine is its grand metaphor, the site of its greatest legibility 
where ancient and modem intertwine. 

But this possible reference to a scenario of perversity does not 
make of Salome the incarnation of the castrating femme fatale of 
nineteenth-century archetypes, even if Moreau saw in her the 
embodiment of 'evil'. The body of the Other is never, as in Sade, 
perverted and subjected to the cold logic of the libertine. At the 
most it is constituted and saturated as an amorous body by Salome's 
desire, which is never of a cerebral nature. Salome, unlike the 
pervert , does not organize 'tableaux vivants' involving a whole 
representational game, mechanical and icily erotic. She is this 
tableau vivant, this play of images and mirrors , where her own 
desire is caught in a murderous lack of reciprocity. The internal 
space of feeling rises up from the irreducible distance of desire 
towards an otherness which inscribes the phantasm in lyricism and 
vision. 

The Trauerspiel of Salome is a Spiel (or play, in both senses) on 
the modem Trauer of suffering born of the ambivalence of Eros and 
Thanatos. In contrast to a whole classical tradition, passion is here 
never disorder or confusion of the body. As in Baudelaire , it is a 
logic of excess which petrifies or crystallizes in the idee fixe, in the 
'mystical' meeting-place of all meanings and all opposites: 

6 metamorphose mystique 
De tous les sens fondus en un! 
Son haleine fait la musique, 
Comme sa voix fait Ie parfum.35 

Salome reproduces this Baudelairean cleavage between the 
excess of desire, its 'fury' ,  and the moment of mystical meta­
morphosis and sublimated fall. It is an 'upward fair. as Octavio paz 
writes in connection with the spirit ofiIie baroque , where 'falling 
may be a way of rising'. 36 But the characteristic. of such u�ard f�lIs 
is to feed on a curious 'empathy with the inorganic', a fascination for �: 
corporeal matter �xcluded from all commodity circulation, a final, 
dead matter: 

Desormais tu n'es plus, 0 matiere vivante! 
Qu'un granit entoure d'une vague epouvante.37 

This is erotic matter , as it were, in which poetry, like Strauss's 
music, falls into catalepsy - a 'mimesis of death' , as Benjamin puts -----�- " 
it. 

This is why, from Baudelaire to Salome, this whole baroque, 
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allegorical region gives birth to a modern aesthetic that is at once 
nihilist and imbued with the idea of progress. It is nihilist in the 
sense that the 'cutting of bodies' - the distant origin of aesthetics of 
shock and montage, or photo-montage - exorcizes appearances and 
exacerbates the contradictions between nature and technology. This 
modern aesthetic destroys the beautiful naturalness of appearances, 
with their aura and ideal sublimity, by bringing into play a novel 
circulation of symbols between the infra- and supra-human - which 
Benjamin detected in Kafka or Klee - and the regime of the 
sensible . The nihilist instance of the destruction of values summons 
up the limits of representation,  by allowing the non-representable to 
be seen on the side of the Other. The allegory of the feminine thus 
relates to a world caught on all sides by a 'corpse-like rigidity' . 

For this reason, however, the nihilist aesthetic carries the idea of 
progress: it grounds desire on images, scenes, matter; it materializes 
difference and excess at the very site of a logic of ambivalence; it 
creates 'language',  in the strong sense not of an 'irrational' other of 
reason as this is traditionally understood, but of a reason of the 
Other, with all its effects of 'estrangement' [etrange and etre­
ange] .38 In other words, whereas the reason most often invoked by 
modernism is that which has created the modern state and an ever 
more 'rationalized' civil society, perhaps there is a different reason, 
or even a different modernity, which appeals to the interstices of 
reason and feeling - to the 'senti-mental' .  This is the reason to 
which Musil alludes: 'the type of reason which would forgo 
producing wholly verified knowledge - such as people use to roll 
iron, to fly in the air or to secure nourishment - but which would 
strive to discover and systematize other knowledge capable of 
offering bold new directions to human affectivity. ,39 

In this reason, baroque stylistics and semantics now require a 
different interpretation of the modern, for which Baudelaire and 
Behjamin have laid the foundation 'stones. 
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the journal L'Avant-scene. 

3. Richard Strauss, Salome, Sony Classical libretto, p. 66, incorporating Lord 
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THE STAGE OF THE MODERN 
AND THE LOOK OF MEDUSA 

1 am human and what am I? house of sorrows, 
Plaything of false happiness, stray light, 
Theatre whose actors are terrors and sufferings, 
Burnt-down candle and springtime snow, 
Life without life . . .  

Abyss, 0 utter woe. 

Andreas Gryphius 

In 'Paris - the Capital of the Nineteenth Century', Benjamin 
considers the nature of the modern in Baudelaire and refers to the 
title 'Spleen et Ideal' which he gave to the first cycle in Les Fleurs du 
mal: the oldest foreign word in the French language being coupled 
with the most recent. For Baudelaire there was no contradiction 
between the two concepts. He saw in spleen the last of the 
transfigurations of the ideal , while the ideal itself seemed to him the 
first of the expressions of spleen. In this title , where the supremely 
new is presented to the reader as a supremely old, Baudelaire gave 
the most vigorous form to his concept of the modern. The whole 
axis of his theory of art is 'modern beauty', and the hallmark of 
modernity for him is that it is fated one day to be antiquity - as it 
already shows to those who witness its birth. Here is the quin­
tessence of the unforeseen , which for Baudelaire is an inalienable 
quality of the beautiful. 'The face of modernity withers us with an 
immemorial look, as the look of Medusa did for the Greeks.'l 

The 'female' look of Medusa, petrifying and immemorial, is thus 
summoned up at the very heart of the modern. Modernity becomes 
a face or look which interpellates us with all its power of the new 
and unforeseen, as well as its capacity for repetition of the ancient 
as ever-new. It is thereby linked to the imaginary space of the great 
phantasmagoria in which historical and oneiric appearance meet 
and subjugate each other. It is this which characterizes the para­
digmatically modern in Benjamin's work: the famous Parisian 
passages, closed shopping arcades which are half gallery-streets and 
half blocks of buildings. In them is already crystallized the primal 
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structure of history peculiar to modernity, with its frozen dialectical 
images. 

For the arcade, more than anything else, embodies the optical 
model of Baudelaire's fl{meur and allegorist: the imperialism of 
seeing. Everything there is fundamentally ambiguous, ambivalent .  
This inescapable ambiguity is bound up with the real and derealizing 
functions of the arcade: street-gallery and block of buildings, 
passageway in which luxury goods are exposed to view, sanctified 
and sublimated in their commodity-aura. But the passages are also 
places where nothing happens: society dreams itself in them, frozen 
in utopian time and protected from any catastrophe. In this sense: 
'The arcades are buildings and galleries which, like a dream, have 
no outside. ,2 

Town and world in miniature, the arcade is a monad of modernity 
which carves out a space floating between inside and outside, reality 
and unreality, commodity devaluation of every object and the new 
aura of the unforeseen, the new, 'modern beauty' . It reinvents 
modernity by embodying a pre-Freudian temporality of repetition, 
of a new that is always new. This is why 'modernity' is not only a 
dynamic social project based on rationalization and industrialization 
and oriented towards the future; it is also an ensemble of collective 
dreams - a historical dream (Zeitraum) ,  as Benjamin says - which 
becomes material in objects, buildings and constructions. The 
modern therefore takes the form of a baroque phenomeno[ogy 
fnter:!l�L�Q JI)� phantasmagoric display-fonn of the market, which 
can be seen in museums, salons, collections, world exhibitions, and 
arcades. Through all these buildings, 'the construction plays the role 
of the unconscious'. 3 

A single mirror-universe, a single 'world of images' , deploys itself 
between the stylistic space of baroque ambivalence and the space of 
the modern, between allegory which lays bare reality and exposes 
the barbarism of any accelerated m6dernization and the awesome, 
enchanted world of phantasmagoria. In this mirror-universe, a look 
I:;aptivates, theatricizes, vivifies and petrifies its object of desire, 
which is ever new and undermined by death. And it is precisely this 
lo��_g,\lsa, this apotropaic zone of the Greeks from which one 
turns away in fascination mixed with horror, which forms the basis 
of Baudelaire's concept of 'modernity' and the poetic experience of 
allegory. The 'philosophy' of the imagination is one and the same. 

In both cases, John E. Jackson remarks, the internalization of 
death as 'perceptual focus of the real' divests time of the future and 
'transfonns the full substance of the present into an allegory of 
loss'.4 This allegory of shrunken reality and corporeality commits 
the poetic I to the ambivalent powers of the image: the pseudo-



THE STAGE OF THE MODERN 165 

presence, pseudo-body takes the place of the real, intensifying and 
exacerbating it in all its polarities. For Baudelaire, as for Kant or 
Novalis, the imagination is thus the constitutive 'queen of faculties' . 
With its power of analysis and synthesIs, its anticipation of possi­
bility and infinity, the imagination creates something new and 
functions as a kind of coded language of figures, forms, sounds and 
perfumes: 

It is the imagination which has taught man the moral sense of colour, 
contour, sound and perfume. It created analogy and metaphor at the 
beginning of the world. It splits up all creation, and with the materials 
assembled and laid out according to rules whose origin can be found only 
in the depths of the soul, it creates a new world and produces the 
sensation of novelty.5 

Between the 'moral sense' and the realm of 'sensibles', the 
imagination constructs an allegorical grid of correspondences which 
transposes the different spheres of existence: it spiritualizes the 
material and materializes the spiritual. As in Kant, the imagination 
progresses ad infinitum, makes present the non-representable, and 
secures the possibility of the image. It furnishes sight and the 
ontological horizon of any possible image. In this baroque com­
penetration of images, the imagination shatters the false antinomy 
of 'reasoning reason' and 'feeling feeling'. 'By its substitutive 
nature, the imagination contains the critical spirit. ,6 Using the terms 
of Novalis - so close in some respects to Baudelaire's - we might say 
that the imagination is 'an imagining intelligence' in which 'thought 
is felt' . By a kind of genetic imitation, imagining consists in 
'awakening in oneself a foreign individuality' .  7 

To make of One Many, of the Same another and Others: such is 
the alchemy of imagination, that baroque reason of intersubjectivity 
in which everything is material for sensual pleasure, conversion and 
inversion,  captivation by the phantasm and the Other. It is not at all 
surprising, therefore, that Baudelaire sees in imagination the very 
power of allegories and makes of allegory the substance of the 
poetic act: 

The intelligence of allegory assumes in you proportions unknown to 
yourself; we will note in passing that allegory - such a spiritual genre 
which awkward painters have accustomed us to treat with contempt but 
which is truly one of the most primal and natural forms of poet?' -
resumes its rightful sway in intelligence illuminated by intoxication. 

The poet, under the sway of allegory, is no more than a 
decipherer, a translator: 'He has the curiosity of an Oedipus 
obsessed by innumerable sphinxes' , as Baudelaire said in relation to 
Victor Hugo.9 But Beauty remains enigmatic and silent, like 'a 
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misunderstood sphinx' . Its eyes are of marble: 'The implacable 
Venus gazes far into the distance, at the unknown, with her marble 
eyes. , 10 Hence the endless confrontation of the eye with 'the abyss' , 
'chasms' , 'great night' ,  'vaults' , all the non-representable reverses of 
the image. In this terrible look something appears which connects 
the baroque paradigm of desire - from Baudelaire to Salome - with 
the Freudian uncanny. For do not allegory and the uncanny bring 
into play the same procedures: ambivalence, the double, the 
organic and non-organic, living/artificial body, fixation on sight and 
the anxiety of losing it, and above all the dread of the fragmented 
body? 'Dismembered limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at the 
wrist . . . all these have something peculiarly uncanny about 
them.' l 1  

This 'something of desire' is  haunted by the uncanny, by baroque 
contradiction, by a constant shifting between the familiar and the 
strange, the same and the other. An impregnable signifier is this 
Freudian act of seeing, this Ubersehen which, as Jean-Michel Rey 
has shown, only occurs post festum and only sustains itself on a 'not­
seeing' , on a constitutive relation to bisexuality. 12 Now, the ubiqui­
tous metaphors of the eye and the petrifying dual look (divine/ 
infernal) , like all the formal correlates exhibited by the image, 
define the Baudelairean theatre of the modem and of the feminine. 
Or rather, modernity is this theatric�l\ty which is constantlJ eroticiz­
{1JL!!!e_ new�'-For if the eye- -functions here as the organ oCthe 
passions and of their aggravation, the theatre for its part is unreal 
and lacking in affect - masquerade and artifice which Baudelaire's 
apology for appearances and fashion makes quite manifest. 

In fact, unlike all the philosophemes of traditional aesthetics of 
the beautiful, Baudelaire's critical texts never fail to associate 
modernity with fashion, and more generally with an aesthetic of 
appearances, artifice and play whic,h promotes the baroque values 
par excellence of spectacle, unexpectedness, ephemerality and 
mortality. In 'Le Peintre de la vie moderne' ,  the solitary individual 
endowed with an active imagination is in permanent quest of 
'm-2dernity', which is precisely 'the transitory, fleeting and con­
tingent, - the half of art whose other half is the eternal and 
�!Dmutable'. 13 It exists entirely in the person's gait, look, gestures 
and mannerisms. Fashion, 'stamped by the age' , expresses the 
essence of the pre'seniassuch: novelty. 14 It is that 'special beauty 
which protects from death and- eternity' , that 'ritual by which the 
fetish Commodity wished to be worshipped,. 15 Like the continual 
speeding-up of information and commodity circulation, fashion 
'seeks to do away with any interruption, any sudden end' . 16 More 
than anything else, it thereby expresses the baroque phenomen-



THE STAGE OF THE MODERN 167 

ology of the modern - the ever-new, the 'eternal recurrence of the 
same' .  It sets all the standards by which the commodity is identified, 
but its commodity-value disappears in the newness of 'modern 
beauty' .  There is thus more than one analogy, however dissembled 
or denied, between Madame Death and Madame Fashion. In 'The 
Salon of 1846' , Baudelaire saw the black dress fashionable during 
the July Monarchy as 'the rind of the modern hero'. For does its 
twilight colour not correspond to that beauty originating in the 
passions, that distinctive beauty of a modernity without illusions: 
suicide? 

Fashion is truly the historical index of modernity: it expresses in 
the realm of the real the same arbitrariness and theatricality which 
allegory expresses in the poetic experience. As Benjamin writes in a 
formula which sums up his understanding of the modern: 'The hero 
who presents himself on the stage of modernity [auf der Szene der 
modernite] is actually first of all an actor. '  17 Similarly, in Baude­
laire's 'Les Sept Vieillards' , the poet finds himself in 'a background 
not unlike an actor's soul' and 'steels his nerves' like a hero, hunted 
and haunted by 'all the baroque spectres', by the 'satanical pro­
cession' of the seven old men who are the allegory of death. IS 

The idea of modernity as a stage where the commodity-aura of 
the 'ever-new' has replaced the theological paradigm of the 
seventeenth-century Baroque is not specific to Baudelaire or Ben­
jamin. OJ!e_ finds the same theatricaLmetaphor in 'The Eighteenth 
Brumair_e of Louis Bonaparte' , where Marx seeks to think through a 
hiStory - which--no longer simply obeys the laws of progress or a 
dualist model of classes in struggle - a dark, splintered history 
written under the impact of an actual defeat (the 'theatrical' coup 
d'etat of Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte) .  At that moment history 
becomes Shakespearian: it is given over to a deadly, inhuman 
dimension and trapped in a labour of repetition where the past 
returns in the retro- or neo-masks of comedy: 

Men make their own history, but not of their own free will . . . .  The 
tradition of the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the minds of 
the living . . . .  And precisely in such epochs of revolutionary crisis they 
timidly conjure up the spirits of the past to help them; they borrow their 
names, slogans and costumes so as to stage the new world-historical scene 
in this venerable disguise and borrowed language. 19 

As in Baudelaire , theatre rolls back the limits of representation: it 
displays a non-represented of history (the peasantry in Marx's text) 
and probably a non-representable where 'death holds its court' 
(Shakespeare) . 

The theatricality of desire or history therefore accomplishes the 
project of modernity as representation, while destabilizing it to-
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wards the vanishing-point of the non-representable Other. In 1855 
Baudelaire wrote an essay on the World Exhibition of that year, a 
festival of industrialist and commodified modernity, in which he 
analysed at length the rise of a cosmopolitan gaze that appropriated 
the foreign variety of all cultures by placing them on display. The 
new which bursts forth here is at once bizarre ('the Beautiful is the 
bizarre') and astonishing ('the Beautiful is always astonishing,) .2o 
But the break is never inscribed within a continuous history of 
progress, understood as an indefinite series capable of guaranteeing 
the future. No doubt this is because the historical time of modernity 
remains profoundly antinomic: time of progress and time of destruc­
tion, time of a dialectic in movement issuing from the Enlighten­
ment and time of a frozen 'baroque' dialectic gripped by corpse-like 
rigidity. The coexistence was so explosive that it led Benjamin to 
conclude that 'belief in progress, in endless perfectibility . . . and 
the idea of eternal recurrence are complementary' . 21 

At any event, the appropriation of the Other which distinguishes 
Baudelairean modernity has nothing in common with a mere 
commodity-euphoria of 'the new' . For behind the cosmopolitan 
gaze lies hidden the different, terrorized gaze of the allegorist and 
the poet. True 'novelty' cannot be reduced to apotheosis of the 
commodity. Strangeness [l'etrangete] as 'indispensable condition of 
beauty' really is uncanniness [une inquietante etrangete] . Thus in 
Baudelaire's writings on Edgar Allen Poe, 'natural perversity' - that 
primitive, irreducible force in every human being - dwells in the 
unexpected,  the sudden, the 'new'. In opposition to all eighteenth­
century philosophy, but in the line stretching from Sade to Freud, 
Baudelaire places evil , horror, abjectness within nature. Appear­
ance, the artifice of culture, always establish themselves as a 
defensive bulwark or game keeping at a distance the constant 
physical dread and vertigo before 'th� abyss' . The true 'morality' of 
appearances, the true 'frivolity' ,  is identical to that which Nietzsche 
claimed for himself and attributed to the Greeks, a 'frivolity 
through sheer profundity': 'To see one's existence as it is, in a 
transfiguring mirror, and to defend oneself with this mirror against 
the Medusa - that was the brilliant strategy of the Hellenic "Will", 
so as to be able simply to live . ,22 It is also the strategy of the dandy, 
of the poet who is prey to an experience of the petrification of life. 
Nietzsche's head of the Medusa and Baudelaire's 'world gripped by 
corpse-like rigidity' are one and the same thing. 

But is the Medusa's look not essentially the look of a feminine so 
overwhelming [medusant] that the bodyless 10kanaan flees from 
Salome, while Baudelaire, obsessed with images and bodies, makes 
continual but vain attempts to appropriate it? For the ambivalence 
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is quite inescapable: pleasure and terror, hysterical furia and 
melancholic withdrawal, or�niz�. tb� rhythnLoLthe_ relationship to 
.th� feminjne. On the side of nature, desire of a woman or 
procreation, there is pure hatred: 'Woman is natural, that is, 
abominable. '  But on the side of artifice, images or 'anti-nature' 
(prostitutes, lesbians) , there is fascination or ev_en androgynous 
identification with the Other, as Butor and Bersani have shown. 

This ambivalence has something to do with Baudelaire's fantastic 
and phantasmic scenario of love for 'a Mother who is abyss', deadly 
chasm. His own psychic theatre is thus directly linked to the theatre 
of the soma which is staged in allegories. The body is by turns 
divested of affect - phantasized as fragment, mannequin, machine, 
skeleton - and then overinvested with the fascination of lyrical 
proximity. As object of love and terror, it constantly fractures the 
wholeness of the poetic and narcissistic Ego. More precisely, it is 
the body of the Other, of an overly maternal feminine which 
vampirizes and attracts. The erotic for Baudelaire is a permanent 
reconstruction of that 'new primal scene' (Joyce Macdougall) which 
is so clearly expressed in the 'morality of the toy' : the cult of the 
partial object, of derealizing and disillusioning play. Desire, how­
ever ardent it may be, is therefore nothing but its own metonymy: 
the 'sonorous jewels' of the 'beloved' naked woman, the severed 
head of Jokanaan, all those captivating horrors . 

Seeing and non-seeing, representing and non-representing: this 
returns us to the age-old bodily encounter with the mother, who in 
this case denies to Baudelaire the desire of another desiring-desire , 
of a genuine otherness of the feminine . For the poet-dandy was first 
of all a precocious-dandy: 'The precocious taste for women. I 
confused the odour of fur with the odour of woman. I remember . 
. . . In the end I loved my mother for her elegance. I was therefore a 
precocious dandy.'23 Perfume, fur and then hair, elegant appear­
ances, memory as the mystification of seeming: everything has that 
apotropaic charm through which the theatre of the feminine 
paradoxically ends up fusing with the theatre of the dandy. Baude­
laire , who lives his life in front of a mirror, looks and always wishes 
to see beyond his look - so much so that he eventually identifies the 
Beautiful with a woman's face, mysterious, voluptuous, weary and 
melancholic. The feminine becomes his reservoir of the imagin­
ation, the site of a baroque modem erotics: 'Woman is fatally 
suggestive: she lives a different life from her own; she lives 
spiritually in the imaginations that she haunts and fecundates.'24 

It is thus the poetic experience of big-city crowds which concen­
trates with the greatest intensity this realization of the new, this 
invasion of the Other into the Ego, this 'modem' temporality of the 
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precarious and fleeting, this captivation by the image. 'The pleasure 
of being in crowds is a mysterious experience of sensual pleasure 
[jouissance] in the multiplication of number. ,25 It is pleasure in a 
completely quantitative otherness which prostitutes me in and 
through the other and carries me into a hysterical pantheistic 
whirlpool: 'Religious intoxication of big cities. - Pantheism. I am 
aU, aU is 1 . ,26 In this crowd of declasses, the poet as baroque man 
tries to find a body for himself: 'Like those lost souls which wander 
in search of a body to inhabit, he can enter the personality of 
anyone else, whenever he likes. >27 His own vacancy or empty 
passivity authorizes him to practise the cult of multiple sensation, 
with its intoxication of number, newness and the commodity. 

This imaginary corps a corps of the modem therefore has some 
analogy with that of the baroque. There is the same loss, the same 
absent or forbidden body, the same aesthetic of multiplied and then 
fragmented otherness. Hence the eroticization of the new takes 
place through a sudden movement: through apparition or disappear­
ance, as in Salome. 

Apparition is the 'holy prostitution of the soul which gives itself 
entirely, poetry and charity, to the unforeseen, to the passing 
stranger' . In his famous poem A une passante, to which Benjamin 
returns time and again, Baudelaire freezes this experience of the 
shock of love in which a beauty 'in black mourning' is fleetingly 
encountered. As he looks in the other's eye, the poet feels a sexual 
commotion, 'that gentleness which bewitches, that pleasure which 
destroys'. 

Un eclair . . .  puis la nuit! - Fugitive beaute 
Dont Ie regard m'a fait soudainement renaitre, 
Ne te verrai-je plus que dans l'eternite? 

Ailleurs, bien loin d'ici! trop tard! jamais peut-etre! 
tar j'ignore ou tu fuis, tu ne sais ou'je vais, 
6 toi que j 'eusse aimee, () toi qui Ie savais!28 

A ilash - vanishing, sudden, never: the look captures the temporal­
ity of the modem, its poetry of the unforeseen, the impossible, the 
detailed, its baroque values. For it is precisely this 'completely new' 
which is already a 'never more', an ancient, which Baudelaire loved 
in the baroque architecture of the Eglise de Saint-Loup in Namur: 
'Saint-Loup. Sinister and gaUant wonder. Saint-Loup is unlike 
anything I have seen by the Jesuits. The interior, a catafalque 
embellished with black, pink and silver. Confessionals all in a varied 
style, subtle , refined, baroque - a new antiquity. '29 This 'delightful 
catafalque' , this 'sinister and gallant wonder', this whole metaphor 
of the extremes of desire, concerns the structure of seeing as the 
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unconscious poetic experience. We can therefore say with John 
E. Jackson 'that Baudelaire's relation to the baroque now becomes 
the gauge of his relationship to this dialectic of the "terrible" and 
the "delightful'" - or, in other words, of his relationship to the 
uncanny, to strangeness so familiar that it bewitches. 

But the 'never more' governs disappearance just as much as it 
does the sudden appearance. In 'Le Cygne', Baudelaire's Paris is a 
city opened up to Haussmann's modernization, a waning, withering, 
vanishing city. Benjamin remarks that it is as if Baudelaire had 'a 
premonition of the distinctive precariousness of city centres'. The 
ancient and the modem, loss and melancholy, allegorize the 
architecture of stone blocks: 

Le vieux Paris n'est plus (Ia forme d'une ville 
Change plus vite, helas! que Ie coeur d'un mortel) . . .  

Paris change! mais rien dans sa melancolie 
N'a bouge! palais neufs, echafaudages, blocs, 
Vieux faubourgs, tout pour moi devient allegorie, 
Et mes chers souvenirs sont plus lourds que des rocs.30 

The allegories, whether of woman or the city, of appearance or 
disappearance, are always allegories of present or absent bodies, 
fragile living bodies which are also frozen body-memories. This is 
why the child is the one who looks most accurately at the new, with 
the eye closest to that of the poet: 'The child sees everything as new; 
he is always intoxicated.' But the poet, like Oedipus, can recover 
the native language of correspondences and delight only at the price 
of a quite different journey into the bottomless depths, into the 
archaic which bewitches and terrifies, into the instant which aims to 
interrupt time. It is a journey into the non-human or inhuman which 
dwells within us as it does within history: 

Plonger au fond du gouffre, Enfer ou Ciel, qu'importe? 
Au fond de l'Inconnu pour trouver du nouveauPl 

Faced with this gulf of the Unknown - which recalls the Urwald or 
'primeval forest' where Benjamin wandered as in a dream - we may 
end here our journey into the arcana of Western history and take 
leave of our guide, the Angelus Novus, the baroque angel of 
opposites, of progress and the storm, of 'the storm of progress' .  For 
the baroque reason lodged within the modem - the reason of the 
Angel, the androgyne, the 'demonic' Salome - was nothing other 
than this journey in all its detours and labyrinths. Baudelaire, 
Salome, Benjamin, Musil have been so many crossroads, arcades or 
levels in this theatre where b�I::��_�.s.?�! w��an�!.c:a�on lies hidden. 

It is a theatre of the impossible - of excess, Illusion and disillusion 
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- like Quevedo's sueno with which we began. 'Something' is always 
returning there, a sense of the abyss which motivates thought to 
persevere . 'Tirelessly the process of thinking makes new begin­
nings, returning in a roundabout way to its original object. ,J2 Let us 
leave it to Octavio Paz, a poet as modern-baroque as Baudelaire , to 
say the closing words on 'the original object', on those correspon­
dences or oxymorons of desire in which the star is always black, the 
invisible visible , and where Salome is always present - Presence 
itself. 

The city unfolds 
its face is the face of my love 
its legs are the legs of a woman 
Towers plazas columns bridges streets 
river belt of drowned landscapes 
City or Woman Presence . . .  
But your sex is unnameable 
the other face of being 
the other face of time 
the reverse of life 
Here every speech ends 
here beauty is illegible 
here presence becomes awesome 
folded into itself Presence is empty 
the visible is invisible 
Here the invisible becomes visible 
here the star is black 
light is shadow and shadow light 
Here time stops 
the four points of the compass meet 
it is the lonely place and the meeting place 

City Woman Presence 
time ends here 
here it begins.33 
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