Translator’s Foreword

rd like to write something that comes from things the
way wine comes from grapes.

__Walter Benjamin, On Hashish (protocol of March 7, 1931}

Walter Benjamin’s Berlin Childhood around 1900, a pOr-
¢rait of his childhood in a wealthy, assimilated Jewish
household in the West End of Berlin at the turn of the
century, evolved out of his unfinished Berlin Chronicle.
The latter, which he had contracted to provide in four in-
stallments for the Berlin weekly Die Literarische Wellt,
and which he began writing in early 1932, was conceived
as the history of his relationship with Berlin. He worked
on the Berlin Chronicle during his first stay on the island
of Ibiza, from mid-April to mid-July 1932, making use of
the “small form” which he had developed in One-Way
Street (published 1928) and which he claimed was dic-
tated by his materially precarious circumstances, before
abandoning the commissioned work to concentrate on
the new project that had grown out of it. (Neither would
be published during his lifetime.) Begun in Poveromo, It-
aly, where Benjamin stayed from August to November,
Berlin Childhood around 19oo likewise comprises a sec-
quence of vignettes, but in place of the loose chronicle
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format, which to be sure was already highly Bm&nwsﬁw_

Benjamin constructed a suite of tonally and thematically

| unified short pieces, reflections in imagery of the type he

‘ Rmon:&u& ‘Emmm\»mmnm:\ in his later years, and which he

. liked to call Denkbilder, “thought figures.” It was part of

his general gravitation, after One-Way Street, toward the

. dialectical method of montage, with its simultaneous
| isolation and assemblage of materials.

But the reworking of the Berlin Chronicle into the
philosophic-poetic mode of the Berlin Childhood, where
persons and events yield to places and things, bespeaks
something more than a methodological imperative. There
was also a historical imperative—namely, the immi-
nence of exile and the need for a certain inoculation:

In 1932, when I was abroad, it began to be clear to me
that I would soon have to bid a long, perhaps lasting fare-
well to the city of my birth. . . . In this situation . . .1 de-
liberately called to mind those images which, in exile,
are most apt to waken homesickness: images of child-
hood. My assumption was that the feeling of longing
would no more gain mastery over my spirit than a vac-

cine does over a healthy body.

ion of Berlin Childhood,

after a radical

So begins the introductory sect
which Benjamin first composed in 1938,

revision and abridgment of the rest of the text. Between
the summer of 1932 and the spring of 1938, at least four
different manuscript versions of this text came into be-
ing, as Benjamin repeatedly failed in his attempt to pub-
lish it as a book in Germany and Switzerland.

Many of the individual pieces, however, appeared in
the newspapers: twenty-six pieces from December 1932
through September 1935, mainly in the Frankfurter
Zeitung and the Vossische Zeitung, and usually under a
pseudonym after May 1933; and seven in 1938, in
Thomas Mann’s journal Maf§ und Wert. The different
manuscript versions, as well as statements in letters, in-
dicate varying plans for the organization of the pieces
into a book. Originally, Benjamin envisioned a sequence
of thirty pieces; later it was thirty-four, then thirty-six.
The first book publication of Berliner Kindheit um
Neunzehnhundert, which Theodor W. Adorno arranged
in 1950 on the basis of printed copies and manuscripts
of individual pieces, contained thirty-seven sections;
when incorporated into Benjamin's Schriften of 1955, it
contained thirty-four. The 1972 Adorno-Rexroth edition
of the work in Volume 4 of Benjamin’s Gesammelte
Schriften, which had greater access to manuscript mate-
rials, contains forty-one pieces. The texts in these post-

humous book publications were arranged by the respec-
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In revising the text in 1938, B
eme of thirty sections, although the manu-

additional pieces at the end which
g table of contents, in-
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script contains two

are not listed in his accompanyin
ome uncertainty on his part concerning the

e material. Throughout he made
s discursive, more

dicating s
final disposition of th
the prose crisper and more compact, les
concentrated on the imagery. By contrast, the 1932-1934
text has a luxuriant digressive quality palpably different
from the laconism of Benjamin’s late style. Beyond the
new introductory section, there were other, smaller addi-
tions. But ruthlessly excised from the earlier version were

nine complete sections having a more autobiographical

accent (including such gems as “The Larder” and “Soci-
ety”) and more than a third of the remaining text, includ-
ing passages of rare beauty (such as the legend of the Chi-
nese painter in “The Mummerehlen” and the dream of
apocalypse in “The Moon”). This alone—the fact of Ben-
jamin’s drastic reduction of his text—would seem to pre-
clude consideration of the Final Version as the defini-
tive version. In default of any resolution of this question
by a critical edition, the present translation (as first pub-
lished in Volume 3 of Benjamin’s Selected Writings) sup-
plements the 1938 text, presented in its entirety, with
the nine deleted sections from 1932-1934 and with ad-
ditional passages struck from the earlier version.* Like
other writings from the period of Benjamin’s exile, Berlin
Childhood around 1900 remains a work in progress. This
”MM “MMMM H.m%mﬂ“”w Zwowmw:m.awmwa& as a masterpiece
In a letter of mo@nmawwmnmp”nﬁbm.
nouncing the new work to Ew Hmw.wp,a?oa ———
Benjamin notes that “these .Dmn b
childhood memories . . . are

*IH- 2 C
& <ﬁ”m Mw m w nwn is a translation of Benjamin, Gesammelte Schrift-
. mmwamsm_b .En Suhrkamp, 1989), pp. 385-433. The 1932-1934
g o _m ation of Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 4 (Frankfurt: Suhr
» 1972), PP. 245-246, 250, 2 : :
& , 25§1-252, 260-26 -
276-278, 280-282, 283-288, 300-302 S e



i form of a chronicle but . .. indi-

e sﬁﬁcamﬂ»wﬂ.ﬂﬂs the depths of memory.” At issuc
a%-.w nanans_oﬁnn_ rather than psychological memory:
s Bm all a faculty but an clement-—the oceanic me-
_.._2 mam “52 has been, As such, memory forms the ho-
W_.MH Mm perception. What is called Sanavg.:oa is for
Benjamin a matter of the actualization wm a JS:;:Q_ mo-
1 its manifold depth. As he says in his 1929 essay

ment i -
¢ of Proust,” “A remembered event is in-

“On the Imag : .
because it is merely a key to everything that hap-

finite, .
it and after it.” The recollection of child-

pened before :
hood days is thus an excavation of deeply buried strata,

a passage from the Berlin Chronicle that Benja

To «
1 T ol “R /) /
min adapted circa 1932 into a short piece, “Excavation

and Memory”: “Memory is not an instrument for survey-
ing the past but its theater. It is the medium of past expe-
rience [Medium des Erlebten, just as the earth is the me-
dium in which dead cities lie buried. He who secks to
approach his own buried past must conduct himself like
a man digging.” What is unearthed in the operations of
remembrance, as it delves to “ever-deeper layers” of the
past, is a treasure-trove of images.

Accordingly, the presentation of Benjamin’s Berlin
childhood involves a method of superimposition or com-
posite imagery that reflects the palimpsest character of

memory. (See the section entitled “The Palimpsest” to-
ward the end of Baudelaire’s Artificial Paradises, which
Benjamin first read in 1919; before this, he would have
found a similar conception, along with a critique of the
instrumental concept of memory as recorder and store-
house, in Bergson’s Matter and Memory.) A good exam-
ple of this use of overlays is found in the vignette “Boys’
Books,” which assembles images of the child reading—
that is, imbibing stories—at different stages of his young
life and in different places: in the school library, by the
table that was much too high, at the window in a snow-
storm, and in the “weather corner” of a cabinet of books
in a dream. Each of the moments evoked communicates
with and subtly overlaps with the others, as multiply ex-
posed images in a film bleed into one another in a com-
posite transparency. Elsewhere in the text—in passages
concerned with stations in the child’s day, with his expe-
rience of the seasons and of holidays, of grand soirées at
home and of visits to relatives, of illness and of travel—
different points in time, remembered sensations, form
constellations in the horizontal and vertical montage
(the “depths of the image”), amid the constantly shifting
topography. By the same token, the text as a whole con-
tinually superposes the author’s present day on his past,
s0 that everywhere a dead and resurrected world of play
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ctive of exile, and everywhere the

i erspe :
. “n:“v Mmﬁ?nmmﬁom in the child. In this way the

man is fel i “intertwined time” adduced
+-es the idea of “inter
text fully realizes
in the Proust essay. 2
The child is collector, flaneur, .
in an antiquity of the everyday; for him every-
and therefore endowed with chthonic

s wholly mimetic. That is,

and allegorist in one.

He lives
thing is natural v
f is relation to things 1
“MMMMHM the world of things (Dingwelt) with all Ew
senses, as the Chinese painter in tEhe Z:Eﬁmnm.zms

enters into the landscape of his painting. With his m&. for
dawdling and waiting around, the child insinuates him-
self into the keeping of things, mimics the things and
masks himself with them, above all with pieces of furni-
ture in his household, seeing from out of their midst. The
household for him is an “arsenal of masks.” Everything is
alive, full of eyes and ears, as in the animistic world of
fairy tales. Just as a spinning wheel, slipper, or mirror
sets up a force field in the tale, drawing characters and
events into a pattern, so the child is initiated into the se-
cret life of ordinary objects, often the most minuscule.
He derives fugitive knowledge from the rattling of the
rolled-up window blinds or the rustling of branches that
brush up against the house. He mingles with the irides-
cent colors of a soap bubble rising to the ceiling, or with

the band of blue running around the upper part of two
porcelain basins deceptively illuminated @ the n.noos.
light in his bedroom. The child builds his nest in H.Wn
depths of the everyday, secure and hidden in the fragile
magic of the “home.”

It is precisely this security that the author has relin-
quished in growing up, as he tells us in the introductory
section. The world of his childhood, as he puts it, is so-
cially irretrievable. By means of the text’s framing de-
vices, the child’s mythology is dissolved into the space
of history. Nevertheless the author’s philosophic immer-
sion compares to the rapturous immersion of the child as
the waking world to the dream: in Benjamin’s schema
(going back to his student days and the essay “Meta-
physics of Youth”), one truly awakens only by appropriat-
ing the “unmeasured energies” of the dream—which is to
say, by penetrating to its most obscure recesses. This ap-
plies in the first instance to what Benjamin, in The Ar-
cades Project, calls the dream of the past. Berlin Child-
hood around 1900 pivots on the threshold between the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, memorializing a
world that was about to disappear, not without marking
its complicity with the unending brutality of the “victor,”
while glancing simultaneously backward to the heyday
of the bourgeoisie and forward to the global crisis.




Walter Benjamin begins his reminiscences, Berlin Child-
* hood around 1900, with the following passage:
‘Not to find one’s way around a city does not mean much.
‘But to lose one’s way in a city, as one loses one’s way in
a forest, requires some schooling. Street names must
speak to the urban wanderer like the snapping of dry
twigs, and little streets in the heart of the city must re-
flect the times of day, for him, as clearly as a mountain
valley. This art I acquired rather late in life; it fulfilled

From Satz und Gegensatz (Frankfurt: Insel, 1964). This essay was
written in 1961 and first published in the Neue Zurcher Zeitung of
October 8, 1961, under the title, “Hoffnung im Vergangenen: Uber
Walter Benjamin.” Peter Szondi was professor of comparative litera-
ture at the Free University of Berlin at the time of his death in 1971.
His works include Theorie des modernen Dramas (1956) and Versuch
tiber das Tragische (1961). Harvey Mendelsohn is the principal trans-
lator of the fourteen-volume Dictionary of Scientific Biography.

In the case of works by Benjamin, Proust, and Adorno, source
notes have been changed to refer to English translations.





