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Summary

This thesis develops an understanding of the application of Walter Benjamin’s dialectical image.
Benjamin’s theory of the dialectical image is examined through the comparison of avant-garde
and realist film productions and considered through his writing on aesthetics, literature and
history. Methods and theories of the sifting of historical debris, second nature, montage, allegory,
profane illumination, sublation, experience and the literary, are explored and utilised for the
purpose of the identification of the dialectical image in what Benjamin called heartening film.

The effectiveness of this method in deconstructing historical myth and establishing Benjamin’s

sense of a now-time is considered.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

THE ARTWORK EsSAy - THE D1ALECTICAL IMAGE - SECOND NATURE - Now TIME

- MONTAGE - CORRESPONDENCE AND CONSTELLATION

The “dialectical image,” the most important concept of Benjamin’s late histori-
ography, articulates how the critic’s juxtaposition of images from widely varied
historical eras could have a revolutionary effect upon consciousness. William

Jennings, 1987.!

QUOTE FROM Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological
A Reproducibility” states that “The function of film is to train human beings in the apper-
ceptions and reactions needed to deal with a vast apparatus whose role in their lives is expanding
almost daily’ This line, amongst others, privileges film as an art form which can benefit ‘human

beings’ by allowing them to see the world as it really is. My research uses the forms of avant-garde

l]cnnings, 1987, p.35-36.

?From the second version as published in Volume 3 of Selected Writings (Benjamin, 2002a, p.108). This
version has the benefit of being ‘the form in which Benjamin originally wished to see the work published’ (ibid.,
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cinema with which Benjamin is traditionally associated to investigate the possibility of this
function in films from a realist and ‘Hollywood classical’ tradition; specifically the films of D.W.

Grifhith, Abel Gance, Charles Chaplin and Alfred Hitchcock. To use Benjamin’s terms, the

question of how ‘dialectical images” manifest in *heartening films’ is the object of this research.

To answer this question requires a good deal of explication of how Benjamin conceives of
this ‘vast apparatus’ of modernity and also of the unique theoretical model he builds to commu-
nicate this meaning. I describe those theories most relevant to my research in this introduction,
and in the following chapter I explain the case for the ‘heartening film’. I continue to develop
these and other concepts in each chapter thereafter. This introduction will concentrate on de-
scribing concepts that are of critical importance to an understanding of Benjamin’s theoretical
framework and that are necessary to understand this research—they include the ‘dialectical
image’, Benjaminian allegory, and ‘second nature’ and ‘now-time’. I will then describe the con-
tribution that this research makes in relation to film studies before detailing the methodology

and the structure of each chapter. Before proceeding, I offer an explanation of what follows.

In respect to film studies, the reception of the Artwork essay has, for good reason, dominated
Benjaminian discourses, and it usefully encapsulates many of Benjamin’s theories. Briefly, this
well-known essay suggests that as a result of mass production, the original, unique work of art
loses the ‘aura’ which is associated with its singular form.> Through its reproduction in postcards,

posters, books and ephemera the original loses its social, traditional, ‘ritual function’* Benjamin

p-122), and which he referred to as his ‘Urtext’ (Hansen, 2012, p.307-308), as opposed to the third version which
remained a work in progress up to 1939. (Benjamin, 2003d, p.270). Hereafter the Artwork essay.

*Miriam Hansen’s groundbreaking 1987 essay, ‘Benjamin, Cinema and Experience: “The Blue Flower in the
Land of Technology”, remains a definitive source for a critical appraisal of Benjamin’s essay and informs my brief
summary (Hansen, 1987).

“Benjamin, 2002¢, p.105.
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does not mourn this loss, rather he sees it as an inevitable development in the history of art.®
Based on Alois Riegl’s theories of a ‘will to art, that is, an immanent drive in humanity to create,
Benjamin saw film as part of art’s continued evolution from haptic (tactile) to optic (space)

forms, expression which is always in contact with its historical environment.®

In the Artwork essay Benjamin urges that film be used to reveal the true nature of modernity.
This was partly an urgent recognition of the powerful use that film was being put to in service
of fascist ideology. The use of film is necessary because Benjamin conceives of film as the
only form that can respond to this threat. Film is the only form that can respond because, in
correspondence with Riegl’s theory, as the art that reflects its environment most potently, film

is also most revealing of the massively changed field of human experience.

The vast apparatus of modernity that has altered modes of experience, brought about by
the industrial revolution, is exploited by markets in the pursuit of capital and fascism in its
ideological purpose; consumerism fetishises novelty through a bombardment of advertising,
fascism aestheticizes violence through its celebration in film. Simply put, these ideologies create
what Benjamin calls a ‘second nature’ which is an internalised consciousness that appears natural
to the subject, but is in fact a construct of environmental experience. Progressive film trains the
subject to process the overstimulation of modernity and perceive the construction of second

nature.

5That said, the theory of the loss of aura has been roundly discredited—paintings which are massively repro-
duced are still perceived to be invested with aura, for instance, and aura is also now invested in new forms, such
as the cult of the celebrity movie star, a fact Benjamin acknowledges in the third version of the essay—in fact,
reproduction has increased aura. Nonetheless, the historical error does not deny the fact of aura and Benjamin’s
conception of it; it remains useful in its description and in the study of new forms of auratic production. This
rescarch is not concerned with aura.

®Jennings, 1987, p.153-157.
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The question of how film specifically reveals the vast apparatus of modernity and second
nature is the subject of my research. As the Artwork essay makes clear, and as widely discussed,
the effect of montage in various forms is Benjamin’s major locus for the revealing nature of film.
Benjaminian film studies are therefore most widely engaged with theories of montage, and
particularly theories which productively relate to the dialectical tradition to which Benjamin,
as a historical materialist, belongs. Filmmakers who have been shpwn to correspond with this
tradition include, for instance, Sergei Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, Guy Debord, Chris Marker,
Alexander Kluge, Alain Resnais and Jean-Luc Godard. In the case of Alexander Kluge’s News

[from Ideological Antiquity - Marx/Eisenstein/The Capital (2008, Germany) or Jean-Luc God-
ard’s Histoire(s) du Cinema (2008, France), we have filmmakers who directly and brilliantly

engage with Benjamin’s philosophy.

This emphasis on these particular types of representation as indicative of popular modes of
engagement with Benjamin leads to the first ambition of this research. While analysis of these
filmmakers’ work leads to productive descriptions of how ‘dialectical ilm’ manifests, it is hard to
reconcile these films with Benjamin’s claim that the ‘function’ of film is to ‘train human beings’
in modernity. I am arguing that in the critical reception of Benjamin, filmmakers predominately
engage with counter, or avant-garde, cinema. Therefore, and especially when these works engage
directly with Benjamin, there is a certain amount of self-referentiality.” I will support this claim
with a discussion of the relevant research below. This research is interested in the possibility of a
broader application and applies Benjamin’s theories to films from what has come to be known as
the classical Hollywood tradition. I support this application in Chapter 2 with a close reading

of a fragment from Benjamin’s writing that describes the ‘Political Significance of Film.

71 am only claiming this as a predominant tendency. Michael Haneke’s Caché (2005, France) is an example
of a film which has deservedly generated a good deal of Benjaminian analysis. While it would not be accurate
to describe the film in the tradition of Hollywood classicism it is an example of a move towards realist modes of
representation. This is discussed below, (Thomas, 2008), (Rothberg, 2009), (Silverman, 2010), (Silverman, 2013).
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A secondary ambition of this research is to demonstrate the use of Benjamin’s concept of
the ‘dialectical image’ in the analysis of these films. This theory is most popularly understood in
Benjamin’s thought image of the Parisian arcades as illustrative of a fragment of history, about
to disappear, which reveals the dream of the 19™ century. Grasped in our present, this dream of
the future reveals the true nature of our present time. Each chapter proposes a dialectical image,
which when viewed in the context of these films, provides such insight. I begin an explanation

of this difficult concept following this research summary.

A final aim of the research is to approach Benjamin on his own terms. This is, of course,
a Sisyphean task, and I have limited my research to correspondences with Benjamin’s writing
which are most readily applicable to film studies. I expand on this approach in my methodology

below.

Having established this research ambition, I must acknowledge at the outset that the res-
ulting text often uses extensive quotation. This is necessary for a number of reasons, not least
because of the difficulty of the texts. Benjamin’s writing can be obtuse, ambiguous and contra-
dictory.® Benjamin’s writings are critical texts in the sense of literary criticism, and as such the
meanings of the literary, often poetic turns the writings take can be seriously undermined by
summarisation.” The fact that my research undertakes an analysis around his reception in the

English language reinforces this point. Further, Benjamin’s critical theory, especially in his late

8 A sentence from Benjamin’s correspondence to Gershom Scholem in 1926 reveals this tendency, which was
in fact part of his methodological strategy: ‘If I were to join the Communist party some day, my stance would be
to behave always radically and never logically when it came to the most important things. (Benjamin, Scholem
and Adorno, 1994)

? That Benjamin’s writing is considered philosophical and is referred to as philosophy is not in question, simply
that his philosophy was formally based on literary criticism. As I explain in regard to the methodology, broadly,
Benjamin’s philosophy is practised through a process of reading. Robert Stam identifies the problem I try to avoid:
“The analytic method sometimes commits what literary critics used to call the “heresy of paraphrase”; it fails to
recognize that the playful, oxymoronic, paradoxical writing of a Walter Benjamin or a Roland Barthes cannot
always be broken down without loss into an arid sequence of “propositions,” a syllogistic armature from which all
the vital juices have been drained.” (Stam, 2000, p.8)
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period, conceives of literary montage as the method to communicate his philosophy. Benjamin
insists that his methods are the 07/y methods with which to understand history and modernity.
In light if this, and as I explain below, my own methodology, in attempting to communicate
how Benjamin’s philosophy works, appropriates a variety of Benjaminian methods as my own.

That is, I approach Benjamin on his own terms.

In turning to the dialectical image in film, we should acknowledge the two modes of re-
ception that, in our context, are relevant to the experience it describes. The first mode is that
of the historical reception, in the original theatrical viewing. In this case, the sense that these
dialectical images ‘flash up’ is most relevant; this, as we shall see, is closely related to montage
and the experience of viewing. The second mode is our mode as critical readers of the images.
In this case the relevance of the cinematic ‘fragment’ is heightened, and in looking over the
shoulder of the dialectical historian and archacologist we are also sifting the debris of history

for the unmediated and overlooked.

In one way, Benjamin’s dialectical image is attractively simple in its proposition. He contends
that deep philosophical insight can be encapsulated in a thought image. In his most famous
example, the image of the iron and glass Parisian arcades becomes a dialectical image (see Fig. 1.1
on page 8), of which Susan Buck-Morss says: ‘Louis Aragon’s novel, Le Paysan de Paris, describes
in detail one arcade, the Passage de 'Opéra, just before this material space itself disappeared,
torn down to build the Boulevard Haussmann.'® Benjamin describes this thought image as
indicative of the development of commodity fetishism and so the industrial age and, finally, the
19" century itself. The first thing to note is that in Benjamin’s use of the shopping arcade, he
locates in commodity fetishism izs own negation. That is, the site of revelation of the nature of

commodity fetishism is within its own structure. This is the dialectical basis of the ‘dialectical

Buck-Morss, 1989, pp.33-35.
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image’. In what is considered the traditional Hegelian dialectical movement there is a thesis/
antithesis/synthesis movement, where the antithesis is drawn from the original thesis—and
this is the basis of Benjamin’s structure. As we shall see in Chapter 2 and in the following
chapters, Benjamin’s particular complication of this Hegelian movement is important. For now
we can see how—in a straightforward manner—the arcades is an element of a vast structure
of capital deployment, labour, manufacture, advertising and, finally, the marketplace. One
more example of a dialectical image useful to illustrate the point is the figure of the prostitute.
Again, in revelation of the nature of commodity capitalism, Benjamin’s Convolute O of 7he
Arcades Project'" describes how the prostitute is variously the advertiser, seller, labourer and
commodity. What is especially new in the strategy of the 19™-century Parisian prostitute is the
use of high fashion whereby ‘the more expensive her outfit, the greater her appeal'? Fashion,
as an expression of novelty, is of course itself the quintessential trope of the consumer fetish.
So the image of the high fashion prostitute encapsulates many ideas directly drawn from the

structure it is deployed against.

So, when presented as an antithesis, that is, presented as a counterargument to the overall
structure of which it is part, the arcades as a material construct is called the dialectical image.
The negation comes from within. I want to underline this point for two reasons. First, because
in my use of the dialectical image in the film analysis that follows I describe the dialectical
image in concrete images from films, and second, because I find this concreteness missing in
many analyses that invoke the term—something which I will address following my discussion

of key terms. To summarise, the dialectical image is a material #hing, a thing in the world we

""Benjamin, 1999h, p.489-515. Hereafter Arcades. 1 include the standard convolute referencing system when
citing the Arcades.

2Buck-Morss, 1986, p.121.
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Figure 1.1: Passage de 'Opéra (photographer unknown, circa 1909, Passage de 'Opéra, IXe

arrondissement, Paris, France)



Chapter 1. Introduction o)

can point to, drawn from within the object of analysis. It is a material thing, in the very sense

that Benjamin is a historical materialist.

Now, with this frame of reference—what the dialectical image is—we can move on to the
more difficult questions of what the dialectical image does and how it does it. The dialectical
image is firstly revelatory; it reveals what Benjamin calls ‘second nature’ a term I use throughout
this research. Second nature is descriptive of the entire environment of modernity, conceived as a
constructed and, in fact, unnatural environment.'*> Modernity is alienating in its form of second
nature, and the dialectical image describes and reveals it. It is constructive to turn to an example
to describe this, and Benjamin uses the 18™-century precursor to cinema, the ‘phantasmagoria,
to communicate the illusion of modernity. Michael Jennings's 1987 Dialectical Images: Walter
Benjamin’s Theory of Literary Criticism remains the most comprehensive engagement in the
English language with the dialectical image. As one of the most preeminent Benjaminian
philosophers, his writing greatly informs my research. In this quote, he describes this important

concept:

Underlying all of Benjamin’s thought is the conviction that the seemingly most
obvious things—who we are, the character of the physical environment in which
we move, and the character of the historical moment in which we live—are in fact
denied to us. The world in which we live in fact has, for us, the character of an
optical media device: his most frequent description of our world is in terms of
‘phantasmagoria.’ Originally an eighteenth-century illusionistic optical apparatus,

involving shadows of moving figures projected past an audience and onto a wall or

3Benjamin uses this term for all material elements outside the subject, in subtle contrast to Georg Lukdcs’s
form of a socially and historically produced nature which both reifies and alienates within the subject. (Buck-Morss,
1989, p.69-70)
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screen, phantasmagoria as redefined by Benjamin becomes a figural image of the
world of urban commodity capitalism: an environment so suggestively ‘real’ that
we move through it as if it were given and natural, when in factitis a socioeconomic

COIIStI'llCt.14

This ‘figural image, as Jennings describes it, does not qualify as a dialectical image asitisa
precursor to modernism—it is not from within. It does, however, continue to demonstrate the
very material and visual form of Benjamin’s philosophy. It also demonstrates both the manner
in which he uses literary devices, like metaphor and allegory, and his use of art and aesthetics
to understand history—methods which I appropriate. So second nature is an illusion which
in modernity has the appearance of reality. Susan Buck-Morss’s 1989 book 7he Dialectics of
Seeing is one of the most imaginative and brilliant receptions of Benjamin’s writing, again a
pillar of my research. From a discussion on Theodor Adorno’s concept of history in 7he Origin
of Negative Dialectics, Buck-Morss describes how second nature can be demythified with a view

to the past:

What appeared as ‘natural’ was exposed as ‘second nature, hence historically pro-
duced. And what appeared as ‘historical’ was exposed in terms of the material ‘first
nature’ which passed away within it. But the process of demythification might
proceed on another axis: the archaic could be made to appear meaningful in the
light of the present; or the very newness and modernity of the present could be
made to suddenly release its significance when seen as archaic. To a large extent,

Walter Benjamin’s writings revolved around this axis."®

MJcnnings, 2008, p.11.
15Buck-Morss, 1977, p.57.
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Modernity, as second nature, is therefore vulnerable to demythification when viewed in
historical context. Again I use this insight in what follows. The nuance of Benjamin’s concept
of our temporal historical position is also signified in this quote. The concept of our alienation
under second nature, and its recognition, relies on an understanding of ‘historical progress’ as
a primary site of this alienation. Part of this critique rests on the traditional presentation of
history as something which exists within measurable, chronological time. In comparison to
chronological time, Henri Bergson’s concept of ‘durée’ proposes a sense of lived, experienced
time, as a more significant and accurate representation of temporality. This extremely influential
concept fits well with modernist thinking, especially in relation to psychoanalytic discourses
which locate significance in shock and trauma. In application of these ideas to an analysis of
history, the historical materialist dispenses with ideas of development and progress, and instead
sees history as a series of sublimations of, and reactions to, catastrophe. These reactions can take
place at large temporal distance from the original site of shock, and both the trauma and reaction
may not yet be recognised long after the event. In this way one action does not logically follow
another action, and chronological time is therefore meaningless in the relation of real/Real
history. This insight leads Benjamin to the formulation of the concept of ‘now-time’, which
I will expand on after the discussion of the ‘how’ of the dialectical image. At this point it is
worth noting film’s formal temporal and spatial power in this regard. In film montage, objects,
actions, events and narratives from divergent and separate times and places can be presented in

near simultaneity. Thus, the false temporal progress of history can be formally demonstrated.

This understanding is stressed by Benjamin as being of the same magnitude as the Co-
pernican revolution—whereby it becomes understood that the sun and stars are stationary
bodies and we revolve around them. The acceptance of the meaninglessness of chronological

1%

time is thereby revolutionary in the understanding of history and Benjamin’s philosophy. The
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recognition of the ‘now-time’ facilitates a moment of ‘awakening’, which references both the
Benjaminian ‘profane illumination’ and the Freudian dream state, discussed in later chaprers.
The significance of this structuring of historical time is not to be underestimated; it is the start-
ing point in the process of revealing second nature. Two quotes from the Arcades describe the

importance of the experience of awakening:

The Copernican revolution in historical perception is as follows. Formerly it
was thought that a fixed point had been found in ‘what has been, and one saw
the present engaged in tentatively concentrating the forces of knowledge on this
ground. Now this relation is to be overturned, and what has been is to become
the dialectical reversal—the flash of awakened consciousness|...] There is a not-yet
conscious knowledge of what has been: its advancement has the structure of
awakening.'®

Awakening is namely the dialectical, Copernican turn of remembrance.'”

One further critique of historical progress relates to the well-known adage whereby ‘history
is written by the victor” Benjamin goes further: “There is no document of culture which is not
at the same time a document of barbarism.'® In this, Benjamin stresses his particular domain
of research—cultural history. A final quote in relation to second nature comes from Miriam
Hansen, another important theorist in the research that follows. Hansen highlights the manner

in which history, which is traditionally synonymous with progress, is anything but for Benjamin:

16Benjamin, 1999h, p.338-339, K1,2.
71bid., p.339, K1,3.
18Benjamin, 2003c, p-407.



Chapter 1. Introduction 13

For Benjamin, actuality requires standing at once within and against one’s time,
grasping the ‘temporal core’ of the present in terms other than those supplied by
the period about itself (as Kracauer put it), and above all in diametrical opposition
to developments taken for granted in the name of ‘progress."’

As revealed in the references to Lukdcs and Adorno above, this concept of demythification
of history through a concept of ‘second nature’ is the shared objective of historical materialists.
What is unique about Benjamin is the manner in which the dialectical image tries to achieve
it. So with the above descriptions of what it is (material antithesis) and what it does (reveal
second nature) in mind, we can now turn to how it does it, the most original, interesting and
difficult aspect of Benjamin’s theory. In the necessarily lengthy description below, various terms
appear that will gain more significance in their later explanations—I note this where relevant.
We move in this explanation from a description of Benjamin’s development of an explosive style
of writing to early examples of avant-garde cinema that influence him. The essential point of
this explanation is to describe the basis of Benjamin’s concept of montage as a dialectical form,

its ability to show rather than tell and therefore his own adoption of the method.

It is useful to start at the end of Benjamin’s writing at the point where the theory of the
dialectical image is best formulated. Benjamin’s ‘On the Concept of History’ is the last critical
text to appear in Volume IV of his Selected Writings, published in English in 2003. From 1940,
this text is an exceptional distillation of his thought and literary method. Thesis XVI speaks to

the discussion above, but also mentions an explosive potential:

The historical materialist cannot do without the notion of a present which is

not a transition, but in which time takes a stand and has come to a standstill.

®Hansen, 2012, p.75-76.
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For this notion defines the very present in which he himself is writing history.
Historicism offers the ‘eternal” image of the past; historical materialism supplies a
unique experience with the past. The historical materialist leaves it to others to
be drained by the whore called ‘Once upon a time’ in historicism’s bordello. He
remains in control of his powers—man enough to blast open the continuum of

history.20

The bombast, the defiance, in fact masks a certain desperation. Benjamin was in ill health,
and as he completed the essay the German army marched through Belgium and the Netherlands.
Benjamin was trying to secure safe haven in the US.?! The ‘blast’ that he refers to has numerous
precedents in his writing, especially in relation to the dialectical image and montage; here we see
how it is the method of destroying ‘second nature’ The revelation of second nature is explosive.
Benjamin also refers to images and ideas that flash and disappear, a figural description that
refers to both the natural phenomenon of lightning and the camera flashbulb. In anticipation
of the next chapter, where I analyse the fragment ‘On the Political Significance of Film) we can
see how Benjamin’s line, ‘Only film can detonate the explosive stuff which the 19™ century
has accumulated in that strange and perhaps formerly unknown material which is kitsch,?
situates film in the position of the fuse to detonate the material the historical materialist has

accumulated.

These two quotes link film, and it is specifically a kitsch ‘heartening’ type of film, to the
explosive effect of the dialectical image. It is montage, in ways in which this research investigates,

that executes this sudden appearance of concrete images which perform a dialectical movement.

20Benjamin, 2003b, p.396.
' Benjamin, 2003d, p.441-442.
22Benjamin, 1999h, K3a,1, p.395-396.
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In this, the heartening film is ‘sublated’, in a manner consistent with the revelation of second
nature, as is our historical position. I explain sublation and the explosive quality of heartening
film in Chapter 2; for now I want to establish montage as the form in which this explosion

takes place.

As discussed above, Benjamin conceives of literary criticism as the correct form in which
to analyse history. As his thinking develops, and is influenced by film and other avant-garde
aesthetic practices, he invents a literary form of criticism that we may term ‘literary montage'’
In correspondence with other modernist writers—James Joyce is the example I use in Chapters
3 and 4—this montage is highly citational and elliptical. It is dense and difficult and does not
‘tell’ but rather ‘shows’—its form follows function, and this function is a shocking awakening.
As discussed in Chapter 5, the similarity of Benjamin’s thinking to Marshall McLuhan’s “The

medium is the message’ is striking. Jennings describes this development:

Benjamin derives an understanding of the critical text as a constellation of frag-
mentary material—quotations, theoretical statements, historical data. This notion
of the essay as montage or constellation acquires increasing significance in the

course of the 1930s as Benjamin’s primary form for the representation of history.??

It is useful here to think again of the conception of modernity as a site of overstimulation
and of art necessarily adopting the most radical and up-to-date forms to break through the
stimulation. In explanation of how this works, and in the manner that the montage tries to
‘show’, we can refer to a number of Benjamin’s short quotes on the subject. In essence Benjamin

is describing his belief in experience, above explication for example, as a most effective form of
8 p p p

#Jennings, 1987, pp.13-14.
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communication. Benjamin’s stated form for the Arcades, and therefore the dialectical image, is

enigmatic but precise:

This work has to develop to the highest degree the art of citing without quotation

marks. Its theory is intimately related to that of montage.**

This quote is from Convolute N of the Arcades titled ‘On The Theory of Knowledge, Theory
of Progress. This convolute is the ‘quintessential theoretical convolute’ of the Arcades.”® In ‘citing
without quotation marks, Benjamin is describing his intention to show not tell. This is repeated,

again from Convolute N:

Method of this project: literary montage. I needn’t say anything. Merely show. 1
shall purloin no valuables, appropriate no ingenious formulations. But the rags,
the refuse—these I will not inventory but allow, in the only way possible, to come

into their own: by making use of them.?

This reference to the rags and the refuse is in relation to the manner in which Benjamin
considers all ‘documents of culture’ to be ‘documents of barbarism.” That is, any document
recognised as culturally valuable has thereby automatically become mediated and put into
the service of second nature. This is crucial to Benjamin’s philosophy; it is only by somehow
escaping the totalising narrative of second nature that cultural objects can retain the power

to reveal second nature. To this end Benjamin, throughout his life, collects ephemera like

24Benjamin, 1999h, N 1,10.
ZHanssen, 2006a, p.11.
26Benjamin, 1999h, N1a,8. Italics in original.
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children’s books and ‘colporteur’ novels (discussed in Chapter 6). Again this appreciation for

the overlooked is a method which [ emulate and discuss below.

To return to the figural use of flashes described above, the flash is related to montage in,
notably, the opening fragment of Convolute N: ‘In the fields with which we are concerned
knowledge exists only in lightning flashes. The text is the long roll of thunder that follows.?”
Here, the text is secondary, the quote, axiom or formulation is the shocking force. Returning
to his last critical text—‘On the Concept of History’—this directive appears again in a slightly
altered form: ‘Articulating the past historically does not mean recognizing it “the way it really

was”. It means appropriating a memory as it ﬂashcs up in a moment ofdanger.’zs

Finally, a quote from Buck-Morss signals a complication of Benjamin’s use of Hegel whereby
the thesis /antithesis does not resolve in synthesis. Rather the formation of of the dialectical

imagc in montage produces a resistance to harmony or reconciliation:

The conception of ‘dialectical image’ is overdetermined in Benjamin’s thought]...]
The principle of construction is that of montage, whereby the image’s ideational
elements remain unreconciled, rather than fusing into one ‘harmonizing perspect-

ive.?

This unreconciled fusing is the ‘sublation’ referred to above and which I return to in Chapter
2. In the interim it is helpful to understand that Buck-Morss is referencing an interpretation of

Hegelian dialectics whereby the thesis and antithesis resolve in a synthesis—qua *harmonizing

#’Benjamin, 1999h,N 1, 1.
28Benjamin, 2003b, p.391.
?Buck-Morss, 1989, p.67.
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perspective. At this point it is sufficient to say that Benjamin’s dialectic is more explosive,

allegorical and interrupting.

This brief, but precise, summary of the dialectical image is the definition on which I pro-
ceed. Before continuing, a rudimentary summary of the dialectical image’s objective, form and
operation can be made—what it is, what it does and how it does it. The dialectical image is a
material thing, drawn from the object of analysis, which reveals a second nature in the object
through a flashing up montage. This is the formulation that I apply to ‘heartening’ film in
Chapters 3 through 6. There are of course many complicating factors to this basic formulation.
However, these factors can be broadly considered under the categories of method or context.
In this introduction I will shortly consider the ‘now-time’ as one of these contextual factors.
[ have postponed sublation to Chapter 2, and other useful concepts are introduced in cach
chapter. However, as stated above, the primary ambition of this research is relatively modest.
[ attempt to demonstrate the application of the dialectical image in heartening films. In this
context, the above formulation of the dialectical image is the most helpful and primary qualifier

to be considered in the analysis that follows.

Before turning to the concept of ‘now-time’ some examples of visual artists who inspired
Benjamin’s turn to montage will help ground the discussion in the material and historical ter-
ritory he was concerned with, and from which this research takes a very basic lead. Benjamin
always engaged with the philosophical, political, social and cultural terrain of his time. Sur-
realist expression of the 1920s engages with Freudian expressions of hidden trauma buried in
the unconscious. Benjamin relates the idea of the ‘now-time” as informed by these Freudian
ideas. Similarly, ‘now-time’ is inflected by Proust’s durée and therefore encompass ideas of pure
memory that comes flooding back, the talking cure and the unravelling of second nature. These

Freudian, surreal, Proustian influences lead to the reconfiguration of historical time around
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events of collective trauma. So as a writer that engages with these same ideas, surrealist ex-
pressions inform and appear throughout Benjamin’s writing. As we shall see in Chapter 4, his
adoption of surrealist thought led to his development of the concept of ‘profane illumination’
Miriam Hansen, adopting Benjamin’s own use of the figural ‘telescope’, describes how the Art-
work essay is conceived as a way of seeing, reiterating the point that Benjamin’s philosophy is
always engaged with optics and methods of seeing the world in its true form: ‘Benjamin actually
conceived of the Artwork Essay as a heuristic construction, a “telescope” which would help him

look through “the bloody fog” at the “phantasmagoria of the nineteenth century.” 3

Itis in this development of new ways of ‘seeing’ that we can contextualise Benjamin’s contact
with the avant-garde. Hansen identifies Benjamin’s membership of the legendary ‘G Group;,
founded by Hans Richter and edited by Werner Graeff, who published their avant-garde journal
in the early 1920s, an experience, Hansen claims, which ‘catalysed’ his ‘turn to the material phe-
nomena of modern life. Amongother members of the ‘G Group’ Hansen cites filmmaker Viking
Eggeling, architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and artist Liszl6 Moholy-Nagy.*' In Chapter 6
we will see how Detlef Mertins links Benjamin’s positive view of modernist architecture—as a
new manner of framing the city—to Moholy-Nagy’s 1929 film Impressions of the old harbour
of Marseille (1929, France). Moholy-Nagy’s film intercuts images shot from the cranes of the
Marseille shipyard with those of street poverty (see Fig. 1.2 on the next page). Notable is
the abstract quality of the architectural shots which perform brief counterpoints in the wider

narrative. In this respect this montage can be described as flashing up.

The dialectic juxtaposition of Moholy-Nagy’s photomontage experiments is similar to the

work of John Heartfield, and Susan Buck-Morss makes the link from Heartfield to Benjamin

3Hansen, 1987, p.182.
3'Hansen, 2012, p.134.
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Figure 1.2: Tradition and Abstraction. Impressions of the old harbour of Marseille (Laszlo
Moholy-Nagy, 1929, France)

in her Dialectics of Seeing, specifically in relation to a photomontage titled ‘German Natural
History’(see Fig. 1.3 on page 21). Buck-Morss writes that ‘Note that the ideological fusion of
nature and history when reproduced by Heartfield through an allegorical use of photomontage
allows the gap between sign and referent to remain visible, thus enabling him to represent their
identity in the form of a critique.” Buck-Morss explains how Benjamin ‘worked similarly in One
Way Street, constructing a montage of verbal rather than photographic images.” These verbal
images ‘relied on the semantic gap between these terms to identify critically the objective essence

of Weimar’s economic inflation and the bourgeoisie’s social decline.*” In the gap between the

32Buck-Morss, 1989, p.62.
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title and the depiction Heartfield, and Benjamin, perform critique. Closely related to this is

the subject of allegorical representation in Benjamin’s theory, as discussed in Chapter 2.

Figure 1.3: German Natural History (John Heartfield, 1932)
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In reiterating the centrality of the concrete image that I described above, Buck-Morss pin-
points the foundational aspects of the dialectic exchange that generates the complexity and

usefulness of the dialectical image in demythologising ideology in this image:

Not the medium of representation, not merely the concreteness of the image
or the montage form is crucial, but whether the construction makes visible the
gap between sign and referent, or fuses them in a deceptive totality so that the
caption merely duplicates the semiotic content of the image instead of setting it
into question.*?

In Chapter 4, in relation to Abel Gance’s cinema, Germaine Dulac’s ilm The Seashell and
the Clergyman (1926, France) is described by Antonin Artaud as the first surreal film (see
Fig. 1.4 on the following page). Dulac’s film uses extravagant montage effects, most especially
superimposition, to communicate dreams and subconscious expression. In his book 7heory of
Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality Siegfried Kracauer paraphrases a statement of Dulac
from 1927 where she criticises the manner in which film has become subservient to literary
narrative form and thereby ‘Mme Dulac accuses those who imprison cinematic action in a
narrative of a “criminal error.”’** The insistence on the uniquely visual aspect of cinema is

indicative of surreal approaches to filmmaking.

With this sense of Benjamin’s appreciation for surrealist methods of expression we can
apprtoach his concept of ‘now-time’. This is a form that also engages with a new way of seeing,
in a conceptual sense, and is closely related to his Copernican revolution in the organisation of

history.

3 Buck-Morss, 1989, p.67-68.
3Kracauer, 1960, p.179.
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Figure 1.4: Superimposition. The Seashell and the Clergyman (Germaine Dulac, 1926, France)
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The ‘now-time’ describes the present time but without the sense of the present in its tradi-
tional relation to the past/present/future. This is consistent with the significance of lived time,
durée, in comparison to meaningless chronological time. In the erasure of past and present Ben-
jamin means also to communicate how what we can call fateful progress contributes to second
nature. In other words, the traditional historical model communicates ideas of an inevitable
progress, of intermittent catastrophe as an inevitable part of this history, and of the universe
having unfolded and continuing to unfold as it should. This tradition of history in fact arrests
progress, in Benjamin’s view, whereby both the mass and the individual are denied agency. An
alternate form which is often cited, and that implies that the particular ‘now-time’ is one in
which the subject is aware of second nature, is ‘the now of recognizability’ This form also adds

a visual signifier, and both forms are used in the chapters that follow.

The ‘now-time’ is thereby filled with urgency in several ways; First in the need to understand
the ‘now-time’ through demythification of second nature, second, in the need to take action
in the ‘now-time’, and third that recognition of the ‘now-time’ as a fleeting experience. The
‘now-time’ is comparable to that moment between sleeping and waking, whereby a confusion of
dream state and reality are mingled. Arguably Benjamin’s particular ‘now-time” is also inflected
by the rise of European fascism. The sense of the ‘now-time’ is very succinctly described by
Howard Eiland and Michael Jennings in their 2014 biography of Benjamin, when they call it

“The idea of the present as living dialectic of past and future.?

The relationship of the dialectical image to ‘now-time” is structural, whereby the dialectical
image is recognisable in the correct conception of the ‘now-time.” That is, the subject who is
aware of second nature, who can conceive of his or her position in the ‘now-time’, can recog-

nise the dialectical image and release its historically-charged significance. Benjamin’s project,

3Eiland and Jennings, 2014, Ebook, chapter 2, paragraph 17.
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through criticism, experimental writing and ultimately the promotion of film as a political tool,
is to contribute to the awakening of this subject to the ‘now-time. As a philosopher Benjamin’s
subject is western civilisation itself. His project is no less than the dismantling of structures
of oppression and tyranny. More specific to his time, Benjamin seeks to address injustices and
inequalities wrought by capital and industrial expansion and to rescue man from what he called

‘ongoing caltastrol;>he.’3’6

The relationship of the dialectical image to historical revelation and the urgency of the ‘now-
time’ is described by Eiland and Jennings in the ‘momentary constellation’ of another succinct

formulation: “The dialectical image as a momentary constellation of historical tensions.’

Buck-Morss describes the manner in which the ‘now-time’ is part of a radical construct ‘in
which truth emerged only by the setting up of a critical distance between the material and the
interpreter, and that meant standing at the present edge of history, on the dividing line between

“now-time” and the possibility for a radically different future.*®

3Benjamin, 1985, p.50. The full quote from Benjamin’s Central Park reads: ‘Redemption looks to the small
fissure in the ongoing catastrophe.

¥Eiland and Jennings, 2014, Ebook, chapter 2, paragraph 17. These quotes come from a paragraph which
relates a consistency throughout Benjamin’s writing career and describes many visual correspondences: “The
idea of the present as living dialectic of past and future likewise informs the “Metaphysics of Youth,” written in
1913-1914, perhaps the most important of Benjamin’s early unpublished essays. There Benjamin speaks of the
present as eternally having been. What we do and think, he says, is filled with the being of our ancestors—which,
having passed away, becomes futural. Each day, like sleepers, we use “unmeasured energies” of the self-renewing
past. Sometimes, on awaking, we recall the dream and carry its spectral energies “into the brightness of the day.”
In this way, the waking fortifies itself with dreaming, and “rare shafts of insight” illuminate the layered depths of
the present. In awakening its own historical resonance, the present gathers to a moment of decision, by which,
rooted in the past, it grounds a future. Here, the motif of “awakening youth” clearly anticipates a central concern
of his later thinking, namely, the dialectical image as a momentary constellation of historical tensions, an emergent
force field in which the now of recognition wakens from and to “that dream we name the past.” At stake in this
historical dialectic is “the art of experiencing the present as waking world,” what he will come to call “now time.”’

38Buck-Morss, 1977, p-169.
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The relationship of the dialectical image to the ‘now-time’ is turther closely related to an
effect of the dialectic image called ‘dialectics at a standstill’ This idea communicates an arrest of
dialectical progress in the recognition of the dialectical image in the ‘now-time’. It is part of the
unique Hegelian dialectic that Benjamin uses and is related to the idea of the ‘interruption’ as a
useful moment that is discussed in Chapter 2. Finally, in relation to ‘now-time’ it is important

to include Benjamin’s description of the moment of recognition occurring in the ‘now-time’:

Itis not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light
on what is past; rather, an image is that wherein what has been comes together in
a flash with the now to form a constellation. In other words: image is dialectics
at a standstill. For while the relation of the present to the past is purely temporal,
the relation of what-has-been to the now is dialectical: not temporal in nature but
figural (bildlich). Only dialectical images are genuinely historical—that is, not

archaic—imagcs.”

In the discussion of my methodology below I will explain the use of two Benjaminian
constructs that I employ in the chapters that follow, but the discussion above forms the major
framework from which I can describe my methodology. Before proceeding, however, I want
to address the gap which this research seeks to address, that is, the contribution this research

makes to the current scholarship which was briefly addressed above.

I have cited Benjamin’s statement in the Artwork essay whereby “The function of film is to
train human beings in the apperceptions and reactions needed to deal with a vast apparatus

whose role in their lives is expanding almost daily.* This, as my discussion above has shown,

3Benjamin, 1999h, N3,1, p.463.
“0Benjamin, 2002a, p.108.
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is a political function. I stated that it is difficult to reconcile this function with the forms of
cinema that are most often discussed in relation to Benjamin’s writing. My examples, by no
means exhaustive, are—Sergei Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, Guy Debord, Chris Marker, Alexander
Kluge, Alain Resnais and Jean-Luc Godard. To explore the usefulness of Benjamin’s dialectical
image to film studies I am arguing for the inclusion of other ‘heartening’ films in the canon of
Benjaminian studies. Before discussing the case for ‘heartening’ films in Chapter 2, there are
some important observations to be made on the current reception of the ‘dialectical image’ in

film studies.

One commonality between the directors listed above lies in the high degree of abstract
expression they employ. This is a generalisation, but it is useful in the context of a quote from
Benjamin in the fragment from the Arcades discussed in Chapter 2. Benjamin is defining “The

Political Significance of Film’:

Only film can detonate the explosive stuff which the 19 century has accumulated
in that strange and perhaps formerly unknown material which is kitsch. But just as
with the political structure of film, so also with other distinctively modern means

of expression (such as lighting or plastic design): abstraction can be dangerous.*'

These films are variously considered as avant-garde, as art or counter cinema. The ‘counter’
demarcation is specific—it is counter to Hollywood classicism—in that it rejects the primacy of
straightforward narrative continuity and realist expression. This is the form that has dominated
popular consciousness, and the subconscious, for nearly a hundred years in repetitive plots of

violence and romance. Popular cinema is the very site where we can talk about shocks and

“Benjamin, 1999h, K3a,1.
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dreams that are shared in a global and historical context. In their expression of counter culture
discources and through their avant-garde modes of representation these films express a political
seriousness that is anathema to ideas of kitsch and mass culture. In contrast, it is the territory of
the mass produced and kitsch object or book that Benjamin searches for unmediated fragments
in an effort to unravel a truer sense of history. These political, philosophical and artistic films
therefore occupy a space that is, for Benjamin, in service to bourgeois ideology. It can be argued
that these films are literally educational and therefore address Benjamin’s training function.
However, given the limited audiences that these films inevitably find, it is hard to see how this

strategy could be considered responsive to the urgency of Benjamin’s ‘now-time.

My research has not uncovered any writing that mentions the dialectical image in relation
to D.W. Griffith, Charles Chaplin or Alfred Hitchcock. Miriam Hansen discusses Griffith’s
Intolerance (1915, US) in relation to Benjamin’s writing on utopianism, without redress to
the dialectical image. Hansen’s analysis is discussed in Chapter 4. Charles Chaplin, written
about by Benjamin in a number of articles, letters and the fragment “The Formula in Which the
Dialectical Structure of Film Finds Expression) is discussed widely in relation to the particular
jerky gestures that the Tramp displays, but not in relation to the dialectical image. I discuss
these gestures in Chapter 2. I have excluded Abel Gance in this list as it could be argued that
he falls outside the tradition of Hollywood classicism, I would argue differently. In any case,
he is not discussed in relation to the dialectical image, and his Napoléon vu par Abel Gance
(1927, France) fits comfortably within the broad definition of ‘heartening’ film that Benjamin

describes.

The exclusion of these realist, Hollywood and classical traditions from discussion of the
dialectical image is, I believe, broadly understandable. First, although the dialectical image is

the high point in Benjamin’s development of a philosophical framework, it is nonetheless best
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described as a tool or a key to performing Benjamin’s own version of historical materialism and
it is not the philosophy itself. As such, it is possible to engage thoroughly and correctly with
Benjamin’s conceptions of, for example, second nature without mentioning it. That said, and as

I show, this is a missed opportunity, especially in film studies.

A second reason is, I believe, that despite the so-called cult of Benjaminian studies, the
English-speaking reception of the dialectical image as a concept is relatively underdeveloped.*?
The long-awaited final volume of the Selected Writings of Walter Benjamin was only published in
2003. Before this the English-speaking world had to rely on variable translations of Benjamin’s

relatively esoteric Hegelian inflected German.

Despite this, the exclusion of Hollywood and realist cinema can be said to have been es-
tablished some time ago. A further important point is that the best critical texts written on
Benjamin were not necessarily by academics whose interests lay in the moving image. A brief
example will illustrate these points. In Michael Jennings's 1987 Dialectical Images: Walter
Benjamin’s Theory of Literary Criticism we can see how he assigns Benjamin’s usefulness to a

very particular field of film studies:

It is by now a truism to say that Benjamin vastly overestimates the power of art in
this regard. Movies have long since been coopted just as Baudelaire’s poetry has
been domesticated and inserted into the canon. But Benjamin’s analysis of the

ability of film to penetrate an ‘optic-unconscious’ and lend us some sense of an

#2As far back as 1989, Susan Buck-Morss states: ‘This book is long, and its argument is intricate. It demands
effort on the part of the reader. Yet I have tried to ensure that such effort is not compounded by intellectual jargon
that speaks only to those already initiated into the world of academic cults (among which the Benjamin “cult”
now plays a leading role). (Buck-Morss, 1989, p.xi)
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alternative form of experience has been borne out by that cinematic tradition which

begins with Luis Bunuel and extends through filmmakers like Werner Herzog.43

This is, in fact, a contradictory statement. Nonetheless, any nascent usefulness to film
studies is firmly assigned by Jennings to the ‘counter’ category. And in this, Jennings, as perhaps
the most accomplished English-language Benjaminian, does in many ways define the boundary
of the discussion. This reading of Benjamin concurs with a long history of broad acceptance
and reinforcement of the sort of anaesthetisation proposed by Max Horkheimer and Theodore
Adorno in “The Culture Industry’** While Horkheimer and Adorno are recognised as the
major forces behind the Frankfurt School, Benjamin is considered more of a fellow traveller.
Benjamin, as we shall see in Chapter 5 on Chaplin, held the sort of popular culture that Adorno
dismissed in high regard. Where Benjamin saw the possibility of redemption in kitsch culture,
Adorno saw sensational popular distraction. This difference is further reflected in Benjamin’s
steadfast refusal to join the communist party or in fact to align himself definitively with any
specific political organisation. Howard Eiland and Jennings, writing in 2014, suggest that, for
Benjamin ‘the question of politics came down to a set of personally and socially embodied
contradictions, that ultimately Benjamin’s complex belief system was irreconcilable to itself and
therefore certainly unsuited to political affiliation.*> The Frankfurt School, rigorously Marxist
in its politics and scathing in its criticism of Hollywood entertainment, was also the school
through which Benjamin’s theories came to be understood. In this context, it is unsurprising

that his appreciation for ‘heartening’ film received little attention.

“Jennings, 1987, p.177 n.13.
4 Adorno and Horkheimer, 1991.

“Eiland and Jennings, 2014, Ebook, Introduction, paragraph 11. Eiland and Jennings use the phrase ‘noncon-
forming “left-wing outsider,”” as a useful description of Benjamin.
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It must be acknowledged that there is also support for the Marxist denigration of popular

culture in Benjamin’s writing. From the third version of the Artwork essay:

So long as moviemakers’ capital sets the fashion, as a rule the only revolutionary
merit that can be ascribed to today’s cinema is the promotion of a revolutionary

criticism of traditional concepts of art.*

The third version is of course the non-canonical version of the Artwork essay that was pre-
pared for presentation in Soviet Russia and edited and amended to reflect this more politically
ideological audience. This version, with the advice of Adorno (see Chapter 4), therefore bolsters

Soviet formalism and experimentation.

Notwithstanding the above points, I am not denying the appropriateness of discussion of
the dialectical image in relation to counter cinema, the above is intended to illustrate the manner
in which it is understandable that Hollywood classicism is underrepresented in Benjaminian
film studies. Benjamin is a theorist, a critic and a philosopher, and the tool of the dialectic image
should withstand application outside his time, place or personality. Benjamin’s description of
“The Political Significance of Film” merely provides a framework with which to apply it to a

wider body of films.

Given the general lack of academic discussion of the use of the dialectical image in film,
and the specific lack in relation to the films under discussion, below I discuss some examples
from a wider body of films. These examples demonstrate the manner in which material facts of
the dialectical image are lost if they are not understood in the full context of the description of

the dialectical image above. Again, these films are not indicative of Hollywood classicism, but

4Benjamin, 2003f, p.261.
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demonstrate how, even in discussions of counter cinema, the subtleties of the operation of the

dialectical image are often lost.

In 1992 in Film Quarterly the author of an essay on documentary refers to a long take from
Godard’s La Chinoise (1967, France): ‘in this shot Godard uses a long take to create what
Walter Benjamin called a “dialectical image”—an internal contextualisation of a specific kind,
in which one foreground element is qualified by another’*’ This formulation suggests a unifying
movement where an element becomes ‘qualified; that is, explained or otherwise legible. This is
in contrast to Benjamin’s sense of shock and the replacement of the montage form with a long

take is similarly misplaced.

In Screen in 2002 Rosalind Galt describes how: ‘the structure of Zentropa contains some-
thing of Benjamin’s concept of the dialectical image: where the past and the present are held
in a productive tension.*® While Zentropa may contain dialectical images, Buck-Morss insists
that the concrete, material image is the proper site of tension. The structure of a film is a highly
ambiguous construct in comparison to the concrete images Benjamin offers. Galt makes a
similar claim in her essay ‘Italy’s Landscapes of Loss, whereby in two films the Italian landscape
forms a dialectical image in relation to the general appearance of landscape in a tracking shot.*
Again, no actual image completes the thesis, and the central Benjaminian element of montage

is missing from both examples.

Carlos Gallego’s excellent 2010 essay ‘Coordinating Contemporaneity: (Post) Modernity,
9/11, and the Dialectical Imagery of Memento’ in Cultural Critique identifies the relationship

between the Lacanian Real and the dialectical image. However, he also attempts to map the

4’ MacDougall, 1992, p.42.
8 Galt, 2005, p.19.
“Galt, 2002.
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dialectical image onto a very broad definition: ‘Itis in this manner that Memento, when read as a
dialectical image, encapsulates many of the central themes surrounding Baudrillard’s reading of
9/11, including the polarities of image and event, order and disorder, denial and acceptance.”®
Again, the absence of a concrete image from within the film denies us access to the dazzling
moment of insight promised by the dialectical image. Similar to Galt’s description, the dia-
lectical image is claimed by Gallego in overall structure rather than its appearance in montage.

As described above in my explanation, in Benjamin’s examples and Buck-Morss’ words, the

dialectical image is an identifiable image, it is concrete and it is material.

In this example from ‘Film Theory and Contemporary Hollywood Movies), the dialectical
image is wrongly associated with a symbolic function (as we shall see Benjamin is resolutely
anti-symbolism). The use of depth of field is an interesting proposition but cmpletely rejects
Benjamin’s insistence on montage. This description does not agree with a flashing up or the
revelatory aspect of the dialectical image—no second nature is revealed. The description of

how this is a ‘new kind of dialectical image’ is left undeveloped by Sean Cubitt:

Composition in depth, once the preserve of Bazinian realism, allowed filmmakers
to stack interest across the field of vision through faster film stocks and digital
compositing, a technique which encouraged viewers to purchase high-quality
DVD versions of films in order to see everything layered into the visuals, from
set-dressing to multiple planes of action. Here the isolation of elements in space
and their combination into symbolic chains fleeing outward from the central

action form a new kind of dialectical imagc.Sl

Gallego, 2010, p.35.
51 Cubitt, 2009, p.51-52.



Chapter 1. Introduction 34

These descriptions give some example of the rather loose manner in which the dialectical
image is used. The point is that, when it is invoked outside counter cinema, there is no definition
of the concrete manner in which it might appear—in comparison to the very definite theory
that has built up in studies of, for example, Godard. By way of example of a much more accurate
use of Benjamin’s philosophy, I want to turn to the example, mentioned above, of the debate

surrounding Michael Haneke’s Caché (2005, France).

Johnathan Thomas writes that Michael Haneke’s films serve as a ‘polemic against positivist
historicism’ Thomas see the manner in which Haneke’s films are marked by a ‘flashing up’
of television news or photographic images that reflect contemporary issues, be they social,
geopolitical or ethnic, such that ‘he disarticulates these images from a spectacularized image
economy and détournes them in the service of countermemory, or as in Caché, in the service of
constructing what Benjamin called a “dialectical image”’ The effect can be described, Thomas
argues, such that these images become a kind of factual counter to the plot’s ‘conflicts and

maladies, and these plot issues become described as ‘symptoms’ of wider contemporary issues.>

This description of a revelation of wider conflicts and memories fulfils Benjamin’s mission of
revealing second nature. The flashing up of television news provides a concrete form to anchor
the dialectical image. The description of this as a counter to the larger plot provides the element
of sublation that Buck-Morss describes above as an ‘unreconciled fusing’ and indicative of a ‘gap
between sign and referent.” This is an accurate and helpful description of the operation of the

dialectical image.

There is however an issue in the non-specificity of the images of television news and pho-

tographs and their ability to shock and unsettle. As Thomas himself quotes the authors of

52Thomas, 2008, pp.82-83.
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The Language of Psychoanalysis, Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, who write: “ “It
is not lived experience in general that undergoes a deferred revision but, specifically, whatever
has been impossible in the first instance to incorporate fully into a meaningful context. The
traumatic event,” they note, “is the epitome of such unassimilated experience.” "** In Caché we
have just such a traumatic event and Max Silverman, although he does not call it a dialectical
image, describes the moment of Majid’s dramatic suicide as incorporating all of those elements

that make it such a powerful image:

In Caché, the physical cuts, the severing of personal ties and the policed demarca-
tion lines marking out privileged metropolitan space are the sites of violence and
separation that have been repressed in Georges’s sanitized world, the hors champ
which bursts unexpected into the frame. The suddenness of Majid’s slitting of his
own throat is in stark contrast to the long take of the outside of Georges’s house,

as if it is the raw event that that bland facade has hidden from view.>*

Silverman describes how this moment of violence invokes memories of the Algerian War
of Independence and the massacre of Algerian protesters in Paris in 1961—the event at the
centre of the film’s plot. As Silverman points out, this shocking moment is set in contrast to,
for instance, the long opening take of the bourgeois home. This description, the flashing and
shocking event, the contrast with the long take and its invocation of mass trauma fits well with

my reading of the dialectical image.

Between these three discussions above, the manner in which traditional Marxist discus-

sions have concentrated on counter cinema, the undeveloped use of the dialectical image in

53 Thomas, 2008, p-82.
4Silverman, 2013, p-133.
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broader applications, and the direction pointed by theorists considering more realist cinema,
this research secks to begin a discourse around the use of the dialectical image in the analysis of
Hollywood classicism and popular cinema in general. With this in mind, both avant-garde and
so-called art directors are used in my methodological approach to Hollywood classicism—in
each chapter a dialectical pairing, drawing a director from each tradition, forms the basis of this

development.

In Chapter 2, I analyse a fragment from Benjamin which argues that politically useful
film must express a dialectical tension—a sublation—in an otherwise heartening film. The
explosive result Benjamin describes is consistent with the experience of the dialectical image.
This forms the basis of my argument for the inclusion of films from the so-called Hollywood
classical tradition, and in fact any film which can be bracketed under Benjamin’s loose term of
‘heartening” The subtleties of the Benjaminian dialectic are examined with particular reference
to the idea of the ‘taking up’ of a film in a moment of abstraction—the sublation referred
to above. Benjamin’s particular conception of allegory as an ambiguous revelatory form is
explained, as is the importance of the ‘interruption’ The allegorical structure is of particular

relevance to the heartening film, as the interruption is to montage.

Each of the following four chapters uses the same broad dialectical structure whereby I
analyse a heartening film alongside a counter, avant-garde or art film. The same dialectical
image is identified in both films and discussed in relation to the forms of representation. The
objective is the identification of a moment, or moments, of revelation in the heartening film,
which can be accurately described as corresponding to the experience of dialectics at a standstill
in our now-time. The difficulty of this task is best described by the manner in which Benjamin’s
study of the Parisian arcades as dialectical image led to the mammoth and unfinished Arcades.

I cannot, obviously, emulate this undertaking. However, my research does extend into the



Chapter 1. Introduction 37

historical basis of the particular dialectical images and their representation in literary and visual
forms. The resultis, therefore, sometimes necessarily digressive, tangential and citational. Again,
the operation of the dialectical image springs from literary montage; without a methodological
appreciation for this, the experience could not be communicated. I have signposted the devel-
opments of my argument throughout, but the sometimes dense material is best understood by

reference to the explanations at the start of each of the four chapters.

As discussed above, the revelatory value of the dialectical image is achieved through the
defamiliarising of second nature and in relation to a site of historical shock or trauma. In this
research, the site of trauma is the memory of the Holocaust. Again, this research is necessarily
limited in the discussion of the traumatic effect of the defining catastrophe of the 20" century.
Nonetheless, each chaprer is, to varying degrees, engaged in a correspondence with cultural

memories that persist in relation to the causes and effects of the Shoah.

The most persistent methodological tools I use are the related concepts of correspondence
and constellation. While these terms are in common use, Benjamin is one of their originators,

and a description of his useful.

Benjamin develops his concept of ‘correspondences’ between objects, people or philosoph-

ical concepts to designate a significant but discursive and informal relationship.>*Closely related

>>Benjamin published a German translation of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal in 1923. ‘Correspondences’
) p

is the title of one of the collection’s poems, and in verses which reference symbols, echoes and the sensuality of
experience, Benjamin’s own name appears:

The pillars of Nature’s temple are alive

and sometimes yield perplexing messages;
forests of symbols between us and the shrine
remark our passage with accustomed eyes.

Like long-held echoes, blending somewhere else
into one deep and shadowy unison
as limitless as darkness and as day,
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to this term is Benjamin’s employment of the philosophically infiected astrological term constel-

lation. Jennings states:

Benjamin derives an understanding of the critical text as a constellation of frag-
mentary material—quotations, theoretical statements, historical data. This notion
of the essay as montage or constellation acquires increasing significance in the

course of the 1930s as Benjamin’s primary form for the representation of history.>®

In philosophical terms, objects, or facts, are represented by the stars of a constellation. Between
these facts are vectors, lines as it were, which join the dots. These vectors can be called propos-
itions, narratives, or indeed stories. In connecting the dots these vectors form constellations;
that is, interrelated groupings of facts which together designate a relationship of meanings, and
the potential of broader insight indicated by the relationship of facts. In Benjamin’s usage we
may substitute dialectical image for the facts, and likewise correspondences are similar to the vec-

tors, or stories, that bind the facts together.®” In this way, for Benjamin, historical and literary

the sounds, the scents, the colors correspond.

There are odors succulent as young flesh,
sweet as flutes, and green as any grass,
while others — rich, corrupt and masterful —

Possess the power of such infinite things
as incense, amber, benjamin and musk,
to praise the senses’ raptures and the mind’s.

(Baudelaire, 1983, p.15)

*¢Jennings, 1987, pp.13-14.

37 The origin of the term lies with Max Weber. Use and development of the term constellation is credited to
both Adorno and Benjamin. The earliest reference is in Benjamin’s study of German mourning plays, where he
writes: ‘Ideas are to objects as constellations are to stars.” (Benjamin, 2003¢, p.34). Benjamin’s use is complicated
by the possibility of reading his dialectical images as both constellations and then, as they become redeployed in
another form, as facts. Susan Buck-Morss contextualises an instance of Adorno’s usage: ‘As Adorno employed the
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references to facts, such as the flineur, the fairground automaton and the Parisian arcades, form

an interrelated constellation of meaning which reveals second nature.

These concepts are adopted in my research as primary methodological tools. Benjamin’s
framework is founded on a belief in critical and discursive dialogue with its object of study. To
attempt to elucidate Benjamin’s allegorical, sensory, philosophical framework without respect

to his tangential, quotational, sensory form of engagement would be unproductive.

In respect to the importance of the uncovering of unmediated objects for analysis—the sift-
ing of debris—there is a certain irony in the fact that part of Benjamin’s legacy is the celebration
of so-called low culture. That is, as technology has facilitated the ever increasing mediation
of culture, there is very little that can be said to have escaped the mediating eye of critical the-
ory. Benjamin’s celebration of the unmediated nature of so called low art has in fact led to the
increased mediation of ephemera, folk art, advertising and all types of previously overlooked
media; nonetheless, the conception of the dialectical image as residing in brief ‘flashing up’
moments of montage leaves an opportunity for against-the-grain discussions of even the most
mediated films. This is demonstrated in each of the chapters through the use of stills illustrating
the dialectical images discussed. Finally, I would argue that the films of Mary Ellen Bute, Joseph
Strick and even Abel Gance have not received the contemporary attention or recognition they

deserve, something which I hope this research communicates.

I have outlined Chapter 2 above, I close this introduction with a brief description of
Chapters 3 through 6. An important structural element of each chapter is the dialectic pairing

of a ‘heartening’ film with an avant-garde film. As discussed in Chapter 2, Benjamin sees great

term in his own writings, “second nature” was one of a constellation of critical concepts together with “fetish,”
“reification,” “enchantment.” “fate,” “myth”, and “phantasmagoria,” which were used to see through the mysterious
“natural” appearance of objects in their “given” form to the historical dimension of their production. The purpose
of such an analysis was to destroy the mythical aura of their legitimacy. (Buck-Morss, 1977, p.55)
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potential in abstract form as an explosive element in the overcoming of kitsch ‘heartening’
expression. In this context, each chapter examines the techniques of avant-garde expression
to trace their appearance in the chapter’s ‘heartening’ film. I have, where possible, used film-
makers who Benjamin himself wrote about and have referenced his writing. Overall, while not
chronologically presented, I have attempted to describe a history of film in relation to these

concepts.

Chapter 3 describes the archaic figure of the Wandering Jew as a dialectical image using
Joseph Strick’s 1967 adaptation of Joyce’s Ulysses and D.W. Grifhich’s Intolerance (1916, US). As
a pioneer of American film, Grifhith’s cinema demonstrates some of the earliest experiments in
Hollywood classicism. The forms of superimposition, rapid montage and ‘heartening’ narrative
that are of interest to this research are visible in their most primitive forms in Griffith’s cinema,
as such his film provides a useful starting point. Griffith’s Intolerance is specifically useful in
its denigration of Jewish characters, given that this chapter explores historic representations of
anti-Semitism. Benjamin’s “The Task of the Translator’ (1921) is used as a basis for examining
the adaptation of Benjamin’s literary theory to film analysis. The similarity of Benjamin’s
‘dialectics at a standstill’ to the Lacanian encounter with the Real is developed as a key concept

and examined in relation to moments that ‘flash up’ in montage.

Chapter 4 examines Sergei Eisenstein’s and Abel Gance’s respective films Oczober (1928,
USSR) and Napoléon (1927, France). Exploring representations of the horror of revolutionary
violence in both films, Gance’s narrative demonstrates a heartwarming sublation in its epic love
story. Benjamin’s writing critiques Eisenstein’s films and he quotes Gance in the Artwork essay.
As such these two director’s works are amongst very few that Benjamin directly references in
his writing. Both of the above films are shown to contain images of bureaucratic violence that

recall Simon Wiesenthal’s description of Adolf Eichmann as a desk murderer. Contrasting
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the symbolism of Eisenstein’s ‘montage of attractions’ with Gance’s allegorical ‘paroxysmic
montage), the importance of the profane illumination of surreal expression in the dialectical

image is described.

Charlie Chaplin’s A King in New York (1957, UK) and Mary Ellen Bute’s Passages from
Finnegans Wake (1965, US) are used to explore the televisual as an alienating technological
medium. Again, Chaplin is one of the few directors that Benjamin critiques in his writing
and A King in New York is analysed on the basis that it is his most bitter or melancholic film,
dramatising his exile from the United States, but which nonetheless attempts a comedic and
heartwarming outcome. Drawing on Marshall McLuhan’s theories of technological effect and
considering Marcel Duchamp’s Large Glass (1916), Chapter 5 examines the correspondence

between melancholia and automatonism.

Jean-Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du Cinema is perhaps the most acknowledged Benjaminian
film and this is discussed in Chapter 6. Godard’s Socialisme (2010, France) and Alfred Hitch-
cock’s Lifeboat (1944, US) are examined in their relation to concepts of intoxication and the
effect of the work of art. Hitchcock, as a filmmaker of massive popular appeal, provides the
heartening film for this chapters dialectical exchange. Both films are ‘limited’ setting films in
that the action of both films takes place predominantly on boats. These films provide an oppor-
tunity to examine cinematic mise-en-scéne in relation to Benjamin’s concepts of the interior, of

architecture and engineering as potentially distracting and intoxicating forms.
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Sublation, Allegory and Interruption in

the Heartening Story

THE HEARTENING STORY - SUBLATION - BAUDELAIRE - ALLEGORY - INTERRUPTION

- ANGELUS Novus

The mystifcation which the dialectic suffers in Hegel’s hands by no means prevents
him from being the first to present its general forms of motion in a comprehensive
and conscious manner. With him it is standing on its head. It must be inverted, in

order to discover the rational kernel within the mystical shell. Karl Marx, 1867.!

IN CHAPTER 1 we established the structure of the dialectic image and the effect that it
creates—the dialectical image is a material thing, drawn from the object of analysis, which
reveals a second nature in the object through a flashing up montage—and postponed the

description of the manner in which it reveals second nature—sublation.

"Marx, 1990, p-103.
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In this chapter I describe this sublation process in relation to the other postponement from
Chapter 1, where I signal Benjamin’s description of the political usefulness of film in relation
to ‘heartening’ film. Sublation is its own unique thing; it describes the meeting of thesis and
antithesis and expresses a type of resolution. This resolution, in Benjamin’s description, is more
akin to what he calls a ‘taking up’ of one within the other. This concept thereby presents not only
a resolution but also a negation, and it is very closely related to the philosophy of Hegel who, as
is well known, never described a simple thesis/antithesis/synthesis dialectic. In cinematic terms

it is useful to think of it as a montage superimposition.

This chapter goes on to introduce Benjamin’s concept of allegory using Bainard Cowan’s
essay ‘Walter Benjamin’s Theory of Allegory’. Benjamin’s valorisation of allegory is in opposition
to the symbolic mode of 19""-century Romanticism, which he sees as a construct that produces

a false impression of unity through a double articulation.

The concept of modes of interruption that facilitate audience participation is explained
in regard to the use of dramatic pauses in Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre. The chapter ends with
another concrete image, Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus. Allegorised by Benjamin, this painting

becomes a dialectical image that describes Benjamin’s concept of history as catastrophe.

As an introduction to the concept of sublation in heartening film, it is useful to remind
ourselves of Susan Buck-Morss’s description of Heartfield’s photomontage, ‘German Natural
History’ Buck-Morss describes the denuding of second nature as occurring in the juxtaposi-
tion between the title and the image—the sign and the referent. This unresolved synthesis or

unresolved fusing is the result of sublation, the taking up of one in the other:
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Not the medium of representation, not merely the concreteness of the image
or the montage form is crucial, but whether the construction makes visible the
gap between sign and referent, or fuses them in a deceptive totality so that the
caption merely duplicates the semiotic content of the image instead of setting it

into question.2

When the sign sets the semiotic content of the signified into question, the effect is what
Benjamin calls dialectics at a standstill. The fragment ‘On The Political Significance of Film’ is
focused on identifying how this experiential effect can be achieved in ‘heartening’ film, that is,
how the montage effect of radical artists like Heartfield can be used in mainstream ‘heartening’
film. This, then, is a question of how these techniques, and therefore Benjamin’s philosophy,
can be termed useful in what is framed as an urgent philosophy. I will refer to the usefulness
of moments of montage in the following chapters. I begin at the start of the fragment [K3a,1]
from the Arcades and work through it to the end. To contextualise this fragment, it appears in

the Artwork essay in a much shorter form, and the heartening element is removed:

On the political significance of film. Socialism would never have entered the
world if its proponents had sought only to excite the enthusiasm of the working
classes for a better order of things. What made for the power and authority of the
movement was that Marx understood how to interest the workers in a social order
which would both benefit them and appear to them as just. It is exactly the same

with art.

2Buck-Morss, 1989, p.67-68.
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To begin, Benjamin underlines the practical basis of political usefulness—that art must
have mass appeal and must reach an audience if it is to have significance. That Marx promoted
socialism as beneficial to workers and not just a ‘better order’ indicates an attitude of political
expediency that Benjamin believes is relevant to the use of art for political purposes . He

continues:

At no point in time, no matter how utopian, will anyone win the masses over to a
higher art; they can be won over only to one nearer to them. And the difficulty
consists precisely in finding a form for art such that, with the best conscience in

the world, one could hold that it is a higher art.

There is an elitist aspect to Benjamin’s writing which could be said to be ‘due in part to those
intellectual precepts of the Frankfurt School shared by Benjamin, a faith in the intellectual
power of a mandarin elite.* Benjamin therefore conceives that a proletariat cannot be moved by

the traditional ‘higher’ art forms (e.g., painting, sculpture, literature). He concludes that a form

3Jennings, 1987, p.33. Jennings is writing in relation to the ‘intentional complexity’ of Benjamin’s essay “The
Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire” He is suggesting that Benjamin’s writing is not simply complicated by
the nature of the subject matter, but also by the attitude of its author. He contextualises this complexity: ‘It is
clear that this attitude is in part historically conditioned. These were intellectuals in exile, faced with the wholesale
barbarization of their cultural tradition. It was important to them to save what was positive in their culture in a
form that could resist further degradation’
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‘closer’ to the masses, but still ‘higher” is needed.* Benjamin goes on to dismiss the usefulness of

the newest experimental forms of traditional ‘higher’ arts to political action:
p g p

This will never happen with most of what is propagated by the avant-garde of
the bourgeoisie. Here, Berl's argument is perfectly correct: “The confusion over
the word ‘revolution’—a word which, for a Leninist, signifies the acquisition of
power by the proletariat, and which elsewhere signifies the overturning of recog-
nized spiritual values—is sufficiently attested by the Surrealists in their desire to
establish Picasso as a revolutionary ... Picasso deceives them ... A painter is not
more revolutionary for having ‘revolutionized’ painting than a tailor like Poiret is
for having ‘revolutionized’ fashion, or than a doctor is for having ‘revolutionized’

medicine.”®

The breadth of the difference between revolutionary ‘acquisition of power by the proletariat’
and the revolutionary formal experiments of the avant-garde is underlined by the comparison to
fashion and, therefore, fashion’s status as the expression par excellence of commodity fetishism.
Benjamin is rejecting any causal relationship between the ‘revolution’ of a form and a pol/itical
revolutionary power. Considering his long history of engagement with aesthetics, with sur-

realism in particular, and his friendship with Brecht, this is a significant statement—Benjamin

“Davies, 2009, p.416. The oppositional difference between the avant-garde and mass appeal (kitsch) is usefully
spelt out. Stephen Davies describes the difference in his 4 Companion to Aesthetics: ‘Avant-garde art is esoteric;
mass art is exoteric. Mass art is designed to engage mass audiences. In order to secure a mass audience, the mass
artwork has to be comprehensible to the average man or woman on the street. To this end, it trades in widely
shared stereotypes and narrative and pictorial structures that are easily mastered by nearly anyone. Mass art, in
contrast to avant-garde art, is prototypically designed with the intention that it be very user-friendly. Ideally, the
mass artwork is structured in such a way that large numbers of people will be able to understand it effortlessly,
virtually on first contact. Avant-garde art—including that which is multiply tokenable due to its provenance in
mass production technologies—is typically made to be difficult, to defy, to rebuff, and even to outrage the plain
viewer, reader, and/or listener.

Benjamin, 1999h, K3a,1.
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is rejecting any intrinsic political power in the experimental forms which are emblematic of
modernism. Of particular interest is the phrase ‘the avant-garde of the bourgeoisie.” In Ben-
jamin’s late phase he conceives of the avant-garde as commodified by the ruling class. While
his earlier belief in ideas of involuntary memory and surrealism inflected montage as critical
practice remain in his philosophy and writing—as a form of critique—he rejects the idea that
their practice in avant-garde art can transform social relations. Esther Leslie describes this
fragment as expressing ‘Benjamin’s misgivings about abstract, avant-garde film practice and its

)« » . . 6
arrogant” attitude to audiences:

Any mass art that will compensate for the ‘overturning of recognised spiritual values” must
appeal through newly established relations to commodity-fetishism and in a ‘warming’ sense

which is ‘ultimately heartening. Benjamin sees this potential in kitsch:

The masses positively require from the work of art (which, for them, has its place
in the circle of consumer items) something that is warming. Here the flame most
readily kindled is that of hatred. Its heat, however, burns or sears without providing
the ‘heart’s ease’ which qualifies art for consumption. Kitsch, on the other hand, is
nothing more than art with a 100 percent, absolute and instantaneous availability
for consumption. Precisely within the consecrated forms of expression, therefore,
kitsch and art stand irreconcilably opposed. But for developing, living forms,
what matters is that they have wit