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Tentative Study Plan and Readings

Week 1, Entering the Passagen

The origins of The Arcades Project go back to the summer of 1927 when Benjamin undertook a feuilleton essay entitled “Passagen,” (GS 5: 1041-43/ TAP, 871-72), but soon abandoned it to pursue more extensive investigations on the topic. Something like crystallization in his thinking took place, a compelling attachment to a topic with a name, a locale, but as yet no determinate form either at the level of genre or of discipline. 

 In this same period Benjamin finishes work on the essay on Surrealism, published in 1929, a piece that, with its radical simplifications and apparent endorsement of the political impact of art works,  can be taken as indicative of a turn in his mode of writing.

In order to better understand the origin of the project we will look at Benjamin’s concurrent preoccupation with other city texts -- the densely layered fabric of travel journals and the Berlin reminiscences that he worked on in this period.

A prospectus that Benjamin wrote for the Arcades Project in 1935, “Paris, Capital of the 19th Century,” provides a convenient statement of how he envisaged his project. This short text brings together a variety of perspectives--economic, political, mythic, aesthetic, technological--but without offering any explicit rationale for their relation to each other. We shall look at this effort to characterize metropolitan culture and compare it to other undertakings (e.g., Simmel, Raymond Williams, T.J. Clark, Christopher Prendergast).

	Convolutes in the Arcades Project and other writings by Benjamin:

“Paris, Capital of the 19th Century” (1935, 1939);“A Berlin Chronicle”;

from Arcades Project (The capital and lower case letters refer to Benjamin’s sequential listing of the convolutes in the Arcades Project) A, Arcades ...; C, Ancient Paris...; E, Haussmannization...; P, The Streets of Paris; l, The Seine ...
	
	Other Sources:  

Balzac, The History of the Thirteen; T.J.Clark, The Painting of Modern Life; C.Prendergast, Paris and the Nineteenth Century; G. Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life”; Vidler,  The architectural uncanny; R. Williams, The Country and the City.


Week 2, Commodities, Exhibitions, the Masses

The shopping arcades that began to appear throughout Europe in the mid-nineteenth century inaugurated a decisive revision of retail practices and, correspondingly, of the status of the commodity. What Marx termed “commodity fetishism” identified the transvaluation that comes about when the use-object enters the circuit of exchange. The world exhibitions that began in this period were also a factor in facilitating the emergence of a mass public defined in terms of social status and fashion. Benjamin pursued this analysis by projecting certain types (collector, flâneur, prostitute) in relation to commodity and he viewed the masses as subject to a fascination or spell exercised by the commodity system. A number of sources provide alternative approaches to this problematic.

	“Eduard Fuchs: Collector and Historian”;

from Arcades Project: B, Fashion; G, Exhibitions, Advertising; L, Dream House, Museum; Q, Panorama; Z, The Doll, The Automaton
	
	Apter and Pietz, eds., Fetishism as Cultural Discourse; Baudrillard, System of Objects; Kracauer, Ornament of the Masses; Lukács, History and Class Consciousness; Schwartz, Spectacular realities; Simmel, The Philosophy of Money; Zola, The Ladies’ Paradise.


Week 3, Media, Technology, Aesthetics

In “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technical Reproducibility”  Benjamin offered a telescoped history of consciousness designed to lay the groundwork for a new conception of the social collectivity, the “masses” of Marxist theory. Benjamin hoped that the future collectivity would be capable of participating in the emergent technological media for its own advantage and not become subject to their control in spite of what he termed “the bungled reception of technology” of the past century. At the same time he was developing a theory aesthetics that could take account of the transformation of collective experience brought about by the new media technologies. As Susan Buck-Morss wrote, “Benjamin’s critical understanding of mass society disrupts the tradition of modernism . . . by exploding the constellation of art, politics, and aesthetics into which, by the twentieth century, this tradition has congealed.” We shall examine the imbrication of a theory of the (fine) arts with the emergent media technologies in Benjamin’s work. 

	“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”; “Short History of Photography”; from Arcades Project: D, Boredom; H, The Collector; K, Dream City...; M, The Flâneur; F, Iron Construction; T, Modes of Lighting; U, Saint-Simon, Railroads; Y, Photography; i, Reproduction Technology; m, Idleness; p, Anthropological Materialism.
	
	Crary, Technique of the Observer; de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life; Hamon, Expositions; M.B.Hansen, essays on Benjamin, cinema, modernity;  Heidegger, “The Age of the World Picture”; Rabinbach, The Human Motor; Schivelbusch, The railway journey; Stewart, On Longing; Weber, Mass Mediauras; Weigel, Body and Image-Space.


Week 4, History, Judaism, Messianism

Benjamin maintained that the Arcades Project was to be more than a historical documentation. Implicit in his historiography and his hermeneutics— his conception of meaning and of signs— is a performative intention. This constitutes the messianic or the revolutionary element in his philosophy, depending on whether one emphasizes the theological or the political dimension. In either case, what is claimed is that history is somehow incomplete, capable at any moment of bringing forth latent forces embedded in the past. While Benjamin has been accused of some mystification regarding the idea of an "incompletion" in history, it is possible to situate his position in relation to other intellectual currents of the time (Marx, Lukács, Bloch, Blanqui). At the same time, we need to consider the degree to which, for Benjamin, elements of the Judaic tradition inflected the political dimension.

	“Theses on the Philosophy of History”; “Franz Kafka - on the Tenth Anniversary of His Death”; “Surrealism”; from Arcades Project: N,Theory of Knowledge; W, Fourier; X, Marx; a,  Social Movement 
	
	Bloch, Heritage of Our Times; Bolz-W.vanReijen, W.Benjamin; Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing; Bultman, History and Eschatology; de Certeau, The Writing of History; Koselleck, Futures Past; Löwith,  Meaning in History;  Lukács, Theory of the Novel;  Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism; White, Metahistory. 


Films for the Seminar (tentative) : Man with a Movie Camera (Vertov),  Sous le toits de Paris (Clair), Menilmontant (Kirsanov), (Metropolis (Lang), Modern Times (Chaplin), Play Time (Tati), The Eclipse (Antonioni), Two or Three Things I Know About Her (Godard), Blade Runner (Scott), The Truman Show (Weir)

Week 5, Presentation and Discussion of Participants’ Work-in-Progress

