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Siegfried Kracauer was one of the twentieth century's most brilliant cultural crit-
ics, a bold and prolific scholar, and an incisive theorist of film. In this volume
his important early writings on modern society during the Weimar Republic
make their long-awaited appearance in English.

This book is a celebration of the masses—their tastes, amusements, and every-
day lives. Taking up the master themes of modernity, such as isolation and
alienation, mass culture and urban experience, and the relation between the
group and the individual, Kracauer explores a kaleidoscope of topics: shop-
ping arcades, the cinema, bestsellers and their readers, photography, dance,
hotel lobbies, Kafka, the Bible, and boredom. For Kracauer, the most revela-
tory facets of modern metropolitan life lie on the surface, in the ephemeral and
the marginal. The Mass Ornament today remains a refreshing tribute to popu-
lar culture, and its impressively interdisciplinary essays continue to shed light
not only on Kracauer's later work but also on the ideas of the Frankfurt School,
the genealogy of film theory and cultural studies, Weimar cultural politics, and,
not least, the exigencies of intellectual exile. This volume presents the full scope
of his gifts as one of the most wide-ranging and penetrating interpreters of
modern life.

"Known to the English-language public for the books he wrote after he reached
America in 1941, most famously for From Caligari to Hitler, Siegfried Krac-
auer is best understood as a charter member of that extraordinary constella-
tion of Weimar-era intellectuals which has been dubbed retroactively (and mis-
leadingly) the Frankfurt School. This collection of Kracauer's early essays—like
his friends Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno, he began as an essayist-
provocateur on a wide variety of social and cultural themes—does more than
explain the origins of the eminent film critic and theorist. It includes some of
his most original and importantwriting." -Susan Sontag

SIEGFRIED KRACAUER (1889-1966) was the author of From Caligari to
Hitler, Theory of Film, and many other works on historical, sociological, and
cultural topics. Thomas Y. Levin is Assistant Professor of German at Princeton
University.
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Translator's Note

This translation is based on the second edition of Das Ornament der
Masse: Essays (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1977), which, as the editor
Karsten Witte explainsin his afterword, is essentially identical to the first
edition that Kracauer himself supervised in 1963. Aside from the cor-
rection of typographical errors and bibliographic data, the only substan-
tive change made in the later, posthumous edition was the reinsertion of
anumber of passages that had figured in the original versions of the essays
published in the Frankfurter Zeitung but that Kracauer had for some
reason excised from the 1963 edition. The translation follows Witte's
philological lead and reinstates all passages, titles, emphases, and text
breaks from the original publications, marking them as such in the notes.
Indeed, as already suggested by the slightly modified subtitle Weimar
Essays, the various editorial additions all attempt to compensate for the
irreducible temporal and linguistic distance of the texts from their orig-
inal historical and intellectual context. Thus, the annotations serve not
only to articulate thorny or especially rich translative moments and to
provide bibliographic and filmographic data for cited wor ks and passages,
but also to elucidate the wide range of cultural references from the
Weimar period that are embedded in Kracauer's prose. T he constellation
of photographs from the Weimar period is intended to have a similarly
evocative function. The decision to include them was motivated by a
comment Kracauer made upon rediscovering the early essays that would
eventually make up Das Ornament der Masse. In a letter to Adorno on
October 1, 1950, conveying the news of his find, Kracauer expressed the
wish that these Weimar texts be published in a book-length collection
"which could include drawings" (cited in Marbacher Magazin 47 [1988]:
110). The minimally intrusive location of the photographs between.



TRANSLATOR'S NOTE

rather than within, theindividual essaysis meant to signal that their func-
tion is more emblematic than illustrative. All notes, except where spec-
ified otherwise, have been added by the translator.

"Reality is a construction”: this oft-cited phrase from Kracauer's study
Die Angestellten is equally true for the reality of a translation project such
asthisone. Among my many co-constructors, | would liketo thank above
all Lindsay Watersand Alison Kent of Harvard University Press for their
generous encouragement and heroic editorial patience; Miriam Hansen,
who introduced me to Kracauer during my graduate work at Yale and
encouraged me to undertake this translation; Karsten Witte for his
untiring assistance and friendship at every stage in this project; Eric
Rentschler and Evi and Walter L evin for their careful readings and com-
ments on the entire volume; Jerry Zaslove and the Institute for the
Humanities at Simon Fraser University for their magnanimous support
of translation reviews of a number of the essays by Michael Mundhenk;
Ingrid Belke and the superb staff at the Deutsches Literaturarchiv in
Marbach am Neckar for their help during my research in the Kracauer
papers over the years; theJ. Paul Getty Foundation and the Princeton
University Committee for Research in the Humanities for stipends that
subsidized both research and production costs; and the German Aca-
demic Exchange Service (DAAD), which sustained this project at various
stages from its beginning to its completion. Among the many friends,
colleagues, and fellow Kracauer scholars who were generous with com-
ments, suggestions, and critiques, | would like to express particular grat-
itude to Edward Dimendberg, David Frisby, Karsten Harries, Anton
Kaes, Thomas Keenan, Michael Kessler, Evonne Levy, Leyla Mayer,
Klaus Michael, Inka Mulder-Bach, Gerhard Richter, D. N. Rodowick,
Heide Schliipmann, Andreas Volk, and Judith Wechsler. Maria Ascher's
meticulous and astute editorial scrutiny has been a pleasure and an enor -
mous help, not least in ridding the translation of residual teutonicismsin
both vocabulary and style. Although Kracauer's often poetic theoretical
prose presents a special challenge to the translator, any infelicities that
remain here are entirely my responsibility.






Introduction

Thomas Y. Levin

Today, access to truth is by way of the profane.
—Siegfried Kracauer, "The Bible in German"

Among the many refugees gathered in Marseilles in August 1940,
hoping to flee the tightening grip of collaborationist France, were two
German Jewish cultural critics: Walter Benjamin and Siegfried Krac-
auer. These long-time friends had corresponded with each other for
many years, worked on similar issues, published in many of the same
venues, and written about each other's work." Both were now hoping to
reach New York, where they were awaited by friends and former col-
leagues at the Institute for Social Research—Theodor Adorno, Max
Horkheimer, Leo Lowenthal, Meyer Schapiro, Richard Krautheimer-—
who had signed affidavits and arranged for their travel to, and employ-
ment in, the United States. Weeks went by during which the two met
almost every day. In late September, after Spain suddenly announced
that it would no longer issue transit visas to people without passports,
Benjamin attempted to cross the border illegally by way of a difficult
mountain path through the Pyrenees. Carrying the same papers as
Kracauer, he was detained at the border and, in desperation, took his
life. Only days later Kracauer and hiswife Lili attempted the same route
and were also forced to turn back, ending up in Perpignan. Though
likewise close to despair, they continued to wait; and in February 1941,
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after a few agonizing months, they were finally able to get across Spain
to Lisbon, whence they embarked for America. Here, after eight hard
years of exile in France, the fifty-one-year-old immigrant and his wife
had to start over once again.

Forced to learn yet another new language, Kracauer was never-
theless able to eke out a living in New York as a freelance writer,
publishing articles in a wide range of journals (including the Nation,
Commentary, the New Republic, Harper's Magazine, Public Opinion
Qiuirlerly, and the New York Times Book Review), as well as preparing
commissioned but largely unpublished "reports' for various govern-
ment and research agencies such as the Experimental Division for the
Study of War Time Communications (in Washington, D.C.),
UNESCO, the Voice of America, and the Bureau of Applied Social
Research at Columbia University.” Grants from the Rockefeller,
Guggenheim, Chapelbrook, and Bollingen foundations also enabled him
to pursue his own research, first as "special assistant" to Iris Barry,
curator of the film library at New York's Museum of Modern Art, and
subsequently as an independent scholar. Though he was often inter-
rupted by other income-producing work, such as his obligations as
consultant to the Bollingen and the Old Dominion foundations, it was
during these difficult last twenty-five years of his life that Kracauer also
produced the books which made his reputation in the English-speaking
world: his polemical history of Weimar cinema From Caligari to Hitler
(Princeton University Press, 1947), his Theory of Film (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1960), and a meditation on the philosophy of history
published posthumously as History: The Last Things before the Last
(Oxford University Press, 1969).

Kracauer was able to reach the New World, whereas Benjamin was
not. Curiously, however, the opposite is true of their writings from the
Weimar period. Unlike Benjamin's oeuvre, which is well known and
increasingly available in translation, Kracauer's successful emigration to
the Anglo-American realm effectively delayed the English-language
reception of the fascinating corpus of early writings which had built his
reputation as one of Weimar Germany's most incisive political and
cultural critics. Indeed, Anglo-American readers generally know only
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INTRODUCTION

the many works Kracauer produced in English during his exile in the
United States and his "social biography" of Jacques Offenbach, which
he wrote and published during hisyearsin France.” They remain largely
unaware of the nearly two thousand articles he published in the Frank-
furter Zeitung during the 1920s and 1930s." This disproportionate em-
phasis on Kracauer's exile production has certainly played a key role in
the reductive categorization of his work as "realist" film theory, a mis-
perception in urgent need of revision. An exposure to his early writings,
such as those collected here, will foster such a rereading, bringing to
light the epistemological foundations, the philosophy and theology of
history, the sociological sensibility, and the political motivations that
inform, in various and constantly shifting ways, Kracauer's turn to
cinema and its relation to his other writings. Furthermore, by locating
Kracauer's pioneering film criticism from the 1920s within the larger
project of his cultural criticism, these early texts reveal that Kracauer
was, as he himself once insisted, not exclusively "a film person but
rather a cultural philosopher, or a sociologist, and a poet aswell. . . (So
far as film is concerned, it was never anything but... a means of making
certain sociological and philosophical points.)"®

It is thus no accident that in the collection of his Weimar writings
which Kracauer himself edited in 1963 under the title Das Ornament der
Masse (The Mass Ornament), the few—albeit crucial—texts on photog-
raphy and film are surrounded by allegorical meditations and scholarly
essays on everything from Kafka, Benjamin, Weber, Scheler, and Sim-
mel to the Buber-Rosenzweig translation of the Bible, historical biog-
raphy, boredom, urban arcades, and more. These texts present a very
different Kracauer, one formally, thematically, and epistemologically
reminiscent of the Benjamin of EinbahnstraBe {One Way Street, 1928)
and llluminationen {llluminations, 1961), the Bloch of Spuren (1930) and
Crbschaft dieser Zeit {Heritage of Our Times, 1935), and the Adorno of
Minima Moralia (1951). It is here that one finds, for example, an explicit
mticipation of Adorno and Horkheimer's "dialectic of enlightenment”
llu-sis, but inflected in a way that leads to a refreshing rehabilitation of
popular culture and "distraction" in defiance of polemically dismissive
in counts of mass culture. In their relentless interdisciplinarity, and as an
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exemplary articulation of aesthetics and politics, these early essays shed
an important new light not only on Kracauer's own later work, but also
on the Frankfurt School (and especially its analysis of mass culture), on
the genealogy of film theory and cultural studies, on Weimar cultural
politics and, not least, on the exigencies of intellectual exile.

If we consider their journalistic origins (twenty-one of the twenty-
four texts reprinted in Das Ornament der Masse were first published in
the daily newspaper Die Frankfurter Zeitung), Kracauer's Weimar writ-
ings are astonishing not only in the freshness and relevance of their
arguments, but above all in their decidedly philosophical character. For
wher eas the contemporary daily newspaper with its editorial constraints
and inflexible production schedule is only rarely a forum for sustained
theoretical writing, such substantive sociocritical reflection was the
staple of the continental tradition of feuilleton journalism for which the
Frankfurter Zeitung was renowned. Founded in 1856 as a trade and
finance newspaper by the Jewish banker and politician Leopold Son-
nemann, the Frankfurter Zeitung quickly became one of the leading and
internationally acclaimed organs of the liberal bourgeois press, highly
regarded in economics and business circles. Its politics were close to
those of the liberal Deutsche Demokratische Partei, with some leanings
toward the Social Democrats. Explicit in its support of the Weimar
constitutional democracy, it favored the signing of the Versailles treaty
and advocated nationalization of major branches of the economy of the
new republic. Although it never had the circulation of any of the other
competing bourgeois papers, all of which were located in Berlin, it was
a highly visible publication, appearing daily in no less than four editions
(three local and one national), each with numer ous special supplements.
Once described by Joseph Roth as "a microcosm of Germany," the
Frankfurter Zeitung complemented its political and economic coverage
with an equally prestigious feuilleton—somewhat equivalent to today's
arts and culture section—which was featured prominently on the lower
third of the cover and subsequent pages in every issue. It was here,
"below the line" (a reference to the graphic marker which served to
separate the section devoted to cultural criticism from the remainder of
the paper), that Kracauer published the vast majority of his work.

4
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The feuilleton as a genre had existed since the nineteenth century
as a site for belletristic excursions of all sorts, but it began to play an
important rolein Germany only in the wake of World War |, at a moment
when theinherited cultural vocabulary seemed particularly inadequate to
the reality of the nascent republic. Indeed, as evidenced in the prescient
journalistic writings of feuilleton editors such as Joseph Roth and Sieg-
fried Kracauer, one could say that in the Weimar era the feuilleton took
on an avant-garde function as the locus of a concerted effort to articulate
the crisis of modernity. Its transformation from a belletrist forum into a
site for diagnostic analyses of contemporary phenomena is perhaps best
exemplified in Kracauer's very popular dissection of the new employee
class of white-collar workers, first published serially in the feuilleton of
the Frankfurter Zeitung, and subsequently in book form as Die Ange-
stellten.  Through the combined efforts of the regular feuilleton authors,
many of whom Kracauer himself engaged—including Alfons Paquet,
Friedrich Sieburg, Wilhelm Hausenstein, Soma Morgenstern, Bernard
von Brentano, Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Ernst Bloch, and
Joseph Roth—the Frankfurter Zeitung® feuilleton assumed a new shape in
response to the rapidly changing social and cultural character of moder-
nity. Here, Kracauer and others examined the Weimar Republic in the
way that, as Adorno recalled in an intellectual portrait of hisfriend, Krac-
auer had taught him to approach philosophy—that is, "as a kind of coded
text from which one could read the historical situation of the spirit
[Geist], with the vague expectation that in doing so one could acquire
something of truth itself."”

It was Kracauer who, in a programmatic insight, perhaps best
captured the new orientation of the feuilleton: "We must rid ourselves
of the delusion that it is the major events which have the most decisive
influence on us. We are much more deeply and continuously influenced
by the tiny catastrophes that make up daily life."® Besides presenting
book reviews, conference reports, and other analyses of the state of
intellectual and cultural life in the republic, the feuilleton was thus the
realm of the quotidian—unemployment offices and arcades, travel expe-
riences and dance troupes, bestsellers and boredom, neon-light displays
and mass sports events—which became the focus of philosophical
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and sociological analyses very much in the tradition of Kracauer's
teacher Georg Simmel (about whom he wrote a book-length monograph
in the early 1920s).” To explain this new cultural landscape, the feuil-
leton now practiced a sort of physiognomic essayistics, a minute
decoding of the surface phenomena of modernity as complex historical
ciphers. The polemical stakes in Kracauer's deployment of such philo-
sophical micrologies (Simmel called them Momentbilder, snapshots) may
be less evident today in light of the ubiquity of "thought-images"
(Denkbilder, to use Benjamin's term for the genre), as popularized, for
example, by Roland Barthes' Mythologies” At the time, however, the
feuilleton of the Frankfurter Zeitung effectively provided Kracauer with
a laboratory in which he and others could experiment with such new
forms along the lines of the " material theory of knowledge" that he had
proposed in 1920 and whose theoretical contours he had articulated in
his 1922 study Soziologie als Wissenschaft (Sociology as Science).”
Kracauer joined the Frankfurter Zeitung as a salaried writer in
August 1921, abandoning an unfulfilling career as a trained architect in
order to pursue, as a journalist, his double passion for sociology and phi-
losophy. During the first years his assignments consisted mostly of
reportson local Frankfurt events and topics: lectures, conferences, archi-
tecture, city politics, and films, as well as short notices on new books
(especially in philosophy, the social sciences, and architecture) and occa-
sional essayistic pieces, many written under pseudonyms. Benno Rei-
fenberg's appointment as head of the feuilleton staffin 1924 strengthened
Kracauer's position at the paper: he became a full editor with his own
office, a promotion that allowed him to delegate much of his local
reporting duties and to expand his writings on cinema into a regular
column, in which he effectively pioneered the genre of sociological film
criticism. However, as Kracauer's feuilleton contributions became more
polemical and ideologically critical in the wake of political developments
in the late 1920s, they were increasingly at odds with the new financial
and political allegiances of the Frankfurter Zeitung. The economic crisis
in the 1920s and structural transformations in the advertising market fol-
lowing World War | were having dire consequences for many newspapers
in Weimar Germany, and the Frankfurter Zeitung was no exception.
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Max Beckmann, Editorial office of the Frankfurter Zeitung; pencil sketch, 1924

" Saved" from financial insolvency in 1929 by an infusion of laundered
capital, which, as later became clear, stemmed from the chemical con-
glomerate |I. G. Farben, the paper subsequently began to manifest signs
of editorial bankruptcy in its newfound, decidedly pro-industry orien-
tation.” This was dramatically evident in a series of politically motivated
personnel changes, especially among the altogether too-critical feuilleton
staff. Though Heinrich Simon remained in charge as chief editor, Rei-
fenberg was replaced by a Swiss lawyer, Friedrich Traugott Gubler, and
theliberal editor of the Berlin bureau, Bernhard Guttmann, was replaced
by the more cooperative and conservative Rudolf Kirchner, provoking
the bitter resignation of Bernard von Brentano, the Frankfurter Zeitung\
cultural correspondent in Berlin.

The change in the paper's ownership had important consequences
for Kracauer as well. Instead of becoming Reifenberg's successor, as
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expected, hewas sent to run the Berlin feuilleton, alateral move that was
less a promotion than thefirst in a series of indignities whose final (and
ultimately successful) aim was to eliminate a highly outspoken, well-
known, and excessively left-wing editor. According to Kracauer's own
account in hisautobiographical novel Georg, duringthe Berlinyearsthe
paper's new, increasingly conformist regime repeatedly rejected or
severely cut his articles, drastically reduced his pay without any reduction
of responsibilities, and even threatened to " sell" him to the enemy, nego-
tiating behind his back in 1931 for him to be engaged by the state film
conglomerate UFA, which could thereby silence one of its most biting
critics. In the wake of the Reichstag fire in early 1933, what had been
latent became explicit: after eleven years as an editor at the Frankfurter
Zeitung, Kracauer—who had fled to France in the meantime and had
hopes of becoming the Paris correspondent—was summarily fired, the
paper obviously counting on the fact that in Nazi Germany an emigrated
Jew would have no legal recourse. When Kracauer nevertheless sued for
severance pay through a Berlin lawyer, the Frankfurter Zeitung cited as
grounds for his dismissal the fact that he had published atext in Leopold
Schwar zschild's unacceptably leftist journal Das neue Tagebuch without
the paper's prior approval.

By the early 1930s, Kracauer had become a highly respected voice
in the Weimar public sphere and might well have capitalized on his
renown in order to make a career as a freelance writer. In light of this fact,
it isimportant to understand what might have motivated his decision to
stay at the Frankfurter Zeitung despite its increasingly unacceptable edi-
torial politics and the rapidly degenerating work environment. It could
hardly have been the financial security of being a salaried editor (which
ultimately turned out to be short-lived) that kept Kracauer from
accepting one of the repeated offersto write for a more ideologically sym-
pathetic but less widely read paper such as the Weltbuhne. Rather, Krac-
auer's decision to stay with the increasingly conservative Frankfurter
Zeitungwas surely informed by strategic political considerations. A move
to another forum would have dramatically changed the makeup of Krac-
auer'sreading public just when—given the growing political influence of
the right, and of the National Socialists in particular—it was more

3 8 .
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crucial than ever for him to maintain his contact with the bourgeois class
that constituted the majority of the Frankfurter Zeitung's readership.
Thus, instead of writing for a more "engaged," left-wing publication
during the last years of the Weimar Republic, Kracauer deliberately
channeled his polemical editorial energies into the Frankfurter Zeitung
feuilleton, publishing a series of critical exposes of " conservative-
revolutionary" developments, such as his 1931 analyses " Bestsellers and
Their Audience" and " Revolt of the Middle Classes," the latter an ideo-
logical unmasking of the conservativejournal Die Tat.

The political imperatives and sense of responsibility that informed
Kracauer's self-conception as an engaged intellectual during the crucial
final years of the Weimar Republic are articulated quite clearly in his
essay "Uber den Schriftsteller” ("On the Writer"), which also dates
from 1931. The task of thejournalist, Kracauer writes, has always been
to "attack current conditions in a manner that will changethem." ** How-
ever, in thewake of recent pressures (state censorship, the resulting self-
censor ship, and the increasingly dire financial circumstances of an ever
mor e conservative bourgeois press), newspapers might no longer offer
the best site for this sort of critical social practice. Instead, as Kracauer
observes (recasting the then-prevalent juxtaposition of the politically
concernedjournalist and the more indulgently autonomous " writer"),”
the traditional responsibility of thejournalist has begun to fall more and
more to "a new type of writer." According to Kracauer, himself the
author of the quite popular anonymously published novel Ginster (1928),
thereis a new breed of writerswho, "instead of being contemplative, are
political; instead of seeking the universal beyond the particular, they find
it in the very workings of the particular; instead of pursuing develop-
ments, they seek ruptures.” Although he resisted doing so until he had
no other choice, Kracauer himself ultimately opted for what he had

already foreseen in 1931 as the inevitable consequence of this logic: "to
dojusticeto hisduty asajournalist [by] joining theranksof thewriters."
With his dismissal from the Frankfurter Zeitungand the beginning of his
life-long exile, Kracauer'sjournalistic voice had to seek new sites and
forms of expression. Nevertheless, the book-length studies that became

Kracauer's primary mode of production during the following decades
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should be seen, despitetheir differencesin scope, tone, and focus, as con-
tinuing to stand in some sort of relation to the project of his earlier polit-
ical and cultural criticism.”

Kracauer's commitment tojournalism as a vehicle for engaging the
public sphere was certainly also motivated by the fact that only a news-
paper could allow him to write in rapid succession about a wide spec-
trum of topics, ranging from film, circus, and radio to reviews of literary,
sociological, and philosophical works, to architecture, urban planning,
political commentary, and sociopolitical analysis. Such eclecticism, often
dismissed as an unavoidable feature of the trade, became a theoretical
and political imperative for Kracauer during the socioeconomic crisis of
the late 1920s. T he responsible intellectual in the late Weimar Republic,
he argued, "did not feel called upon to serve the interests of the 'abso-
lute,’ but rather felt duty-bound to articulate for himself (and for a

wider audience) a sense of the current situation."* This meant aban-
doning the unavoidable myopia of " expert-culture,” whose tendency to
disregard the larger (social) picture was particularly irresponsible in a
period of political turmoil. "Instead of disappearing behind clouds of
idealist fog or barricading himself within his specialty, which in truth is
no specialty at all, [the expert] must, particularly in times of crisis, bring
the difficulties that arise within his professional enclave into confron-
tation with the more overarching social difficulties and draw his con-
clusions in this way."* Anticipating many of the insights that have
recently fostered calls within the contemporary academy for greater
"interdisciplinarity,” Kracauer insisted that if expert-culture was to
remain meaningful, it would have to integrate the particular objects of
its research into a more inclusive general model informed by those
particulars. For him, this meant detailed investigations of a wide range
of concrete phenomena shaping the contemporary Weimar landscape—
phenomena that he read as symptoms of larger sociopolitical develop-
ments. Considered as an ensemble, the seemingly disparate cultural
analyses that Kracauer published in the Frankfurter Zeitung thus appear
as a consistent, interdisciplinary attempt to articulate the material con-
struction of a historically specific social reality.

Kracauer devoted at least five hours a day to his writing for the
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Frankfurter Zeitung. Despite his political commitment to the medium,
as an author he felt an understandable frustration with journalism's
limited posterity. As he put it in a letter to Adorno, "I sacrifice my
energy for articles and essays, most of which will never have a life
beyond the paper. And I'm incapable of dashing off these sorts of things
effortlessly, but rather compose them with the same love as | do my
novels."* Indeed, it was the care he lavished on the style and argu-
mentation of hisjournalistic writing, together with the incisiveness of
his political analyses, that became the hallmark of Kracauer's work in
the Frankfurter Zeitung. Moreover, although unavoidably eclectic, Krac-
auer's journalism tended nevertheless to concentrate on a number of
specific issues, as he himself recognized as early as 1930: " Despite the
amount of time | have to spend working for the paper, I'm not unsat-
isfied. A significant portion of the newspaper articles focus on a con-
sistent set of concerns and in this way transcend their merely quotidian
existence."” It is thus not surprising that Kracauer already envisioned
a book-length collection of his journalistic texts while he was still
working at the paper. In 1933, almost exactly three decades before the
volume finally appeared in print, Kracauer submitted a proposal to the
publisher Bruno Cassirer for what he called his SraBenbuch (Street
Book), an anthology of forty-one texts from the Frankfurter Zeitung
divided into three sections: "Auf der StraPe" ("On the Street"),
"Neben der StraPe' ("Beside the Street"), and "Figuren" ("Fig-
ures J.

Kracauer's desire to publish a volume of his Frankfurter Zeitung
essays coincided almost precisely with the National Socialists' rise to
power and the beginning of his permanent exile—a simultaneity that
tempts one to read the idea for the anthology as Kracauer's memorial to
what was in fact the end of his relationship with the paper. The pub-
lication of a collection of texts which, as Kracauer himself put it, " con-
sidered as a whole, already produce a nicely destructive effect"*” was
just as impossible in the now officially Nazi Germany as any future
association between its author and that paper. As a result, the project
remained buried in his files until 1950, when he stumbled upon the
bulky folder of yellowed newspaper articles in New York and decided to
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pursue it once again. As he wrote to Adorno at the time, "Even now a
small book of this sort wouldn't be bad; the essays have retained their
freshness."* It was not until 1956, however, that the first step toward
realizing this project took place: negotiations with the Hamburg pub-
lisher Rowohlt produced contracts for a number of Kracauer's works in
German, including the film books, Die Angestellten, and "a volume
comprising my cultural and political essays in the Frankfurter Zei-
tung."” In the end, however, Rowohlt brought out only one of them: a
tendentiously edited and politically subdued translation of From Cali-
gari to Hitler that appeared in 1958.” On May 25, 1963, Kracauer
announced the imminent publication of what he referred to as his " col-
lected essays,” and it was ultimately thanks to Suhrkamp Verlag, the
publisher of Adorno and Benjamin, that these finally did appear, in two
volumes. The first, dedicated to Adorno and with a cover drawing by
Josef Albers, was Das Ornament der Masse: Essays (1963); the second, a
year later, was titled StraBen in Berlin und anderswo (Streets in Berlin and
Elsewhere). Together they marked the beginning of a lengthy publishing
relationship culminating in the multivolume edition of Kracauer's works
that is currently nearing completion.

Das Ornament der Masse and StraBen in Berlin und anderswo are the
only collections of Kracauer's early texts which he edited himself.” As
such, the makeup of their contents is worth examining in some detail.
Both volumes are composed almost entirely of essays from the Frank-
furter Zeitung, nearly all of them taken from "below the line" —from the
feuilleton section on the front page. Furthermore, their publication dates
(which range from 1921 to 1933) correspond generally to the dates of the
Weimar Republic, and specifically to the very period during which Krac-
auer was employed by the paper. Indeed, the two books can be read
together as a chronicle of Kracauer's production for the Frankfurter Zei-
tung, with Das Ornament der Masse weighted more toward the Frankfurt
years (through 1930) and StraBen in Berlin und anderswo, as indicated in
its title, more toward the Berlin period (1930-1933).*” Virtual barome-
ters of the shifting intellectual climate during the turbulent development
of the republic, both collections also map a crucial period in Kracauer's
own writing, during which his thinking underwent a number of impor-
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tant and quite dramatic transformations. However, since the texts are
arranged not chronologically but in a series of suggestive constellations
(in Das Ornament der Masse these are "Lead-In: Natural Geometry,"
"External and Internal Objects,” "Constructions,” " Perspectives,”
"The Movies," and "Fadeaway: Toward the Vanishing Point"), it is all
the more essential for the contemporary reader to have a general idea of
Kracauer's theoretical development during those Weimar years in order
to make sense of the widely divergent theoretical presuppositions which
inform the various essays.

In marked contrast to Kracauer's concerns in his essays of the late
1920s and early 1930s, which focused primarily on the empirical reality
of the Weimar Republic, his work through the early 1920s is generally
marked by a resigned and even lapsarian metaphysical tone. This mel-
ancholic perspective is a product of Kracauer's understanding of the
historical process—namely, as an evacuation of meaning, a bifurcation
of being and truth that has culminated in a modernity bereft of unity
and substance. Unlike many of his intellectual contemporaries, Krac-
auer initially viewed the early Weimar Republic not as a promising new
beginning but rather as the final stage in a process of "decay." His
essays from this period are thus a series of variations on the conse-
guences of the modern emancipation from the world view and institu-
tions of the Christian Middle Ages, or, in other words, on the effects of
so-called secularization. Kracauer's highly romanticized vision of a Uto-
pian Middle Ages, which he describes as a "unified culture" that was
"saturated with meaning,"* forms a striking contrast to his reading of
modernity, which he considers above all in terms of its spiritual lack,
indicting it for its estrangement from the absolute and its want of a
master narrative. Kracauer's seemingly nostalgic invocation of the then
popular opposition between organic community (Gemeinschaft) and
technological-functional society (Gesellschaft)’, for example, is less a
sociological than a metaphysical distinction which attempts to mark,
respectively, the presence and absence of meaning (Snn). Indeed, Krac-
auer's essays up to the mid-1920s can be read as various attempts to map
what he calls, echoing Lukacs, the "transcendental homelessness" of
this age, offering a material phenomenology of the "vacuum of faith-

13



INTRODUCTION

lessness" which, as Kracauer argues in his 1921 essay " Catholicism and
Relativism," characterizes the modern world.”

Critical of "short-circuit" responses attempting to escape this
uncomfortable condition by prematurely embracing practices that seem
to fill the void, Kracauer reads the intensity of various types of fanat-
icism—messianic, anthroposophic, and aesthetic (such as the circle
around Stefan George)—as the flip side of the same " homelessness," an
index of a repressed metaphysical Angst. Instead of such pseudo-
solutions, Kracauer suggests (in a move similar to Heidegger's valori-
zation of Gelassenheit) that the alternative to both utter relativist
skepticism (Weber) and a new devoutness (Steiner) is a strategic
waiting, a longing for an absolute which can come about only when
everything changes. But the consequence is not simply a resigned cul-
tural pessimism; rather, as Kracauer explains in his essay " Those Who
Wait," it isanew relationship to daily life, a " hesitant openness,” which
also implies a sensitivity to "the world of realityand its domains." This
purposive ambivalence, a simultaneous "yes" and "no" to modernity, is
described as a "hesitant affirmation of the civilizing trend" —that is, a
careful, critical, but decidedly committed concern with the compro-
mised domain of the quotidian. This, Kracauer insists in "Travel and
Dance" (his pivotal 1925 reading of the rage for sightseeing and new
types of social dancing as indices of mechanization and rationalization),
is at once "more sober than a radical cult of progress" and "more
realistic than the condemnation by those who romantically flee the
situation into which they have been thrust." Without abandoning
entirely the metaphysical schema that informed his earlier position,
Kracauer's lapsarian lens has here begun to focus on the impoverished
but potentially revelatory landscape of daily life. For it is only by care-
fully scrutinizing, interpreting, and cataloguing all facets of this sur-
prisingly unfamiliar present that, according to Kracauer, one can hold
open the possibility of a transcendence of this very destitution.

During the transitional years 1922-1925, Kracauer's choice of the
detective novel as the subject for an extended " philosophical tractate"
is thus highly symptomatic.” Even while he reads the genre as an
allegory of lack (a perspective reminiscent of that of his earlier texts), it
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is nevertheless an artifact of popular culture that he chooses as a means
of exposing that lack. For Kracauer, the specificity of the detective novel
lies in the way it stages a world completely dominated by a blind
rationality and entirely alienated from any kind of meaning. T he process
of deduction in a detective novel—which privileges method over con-
tent in a manner reminiscent of both systematic philosophy and the
logic of legal reasoning—is a purpose unto itself. Since the crimes are
committed merely as a pretext for the detective's complex reconstruc-
tive logic, the solutions turn out to be rather banal. In the formal
organization of the detective novel, Kracauer argues, "thoroughly ratio-
nalized" contemporary culture can recognize itself as in a distorted
mirror. What is significant in this structural homology, of course, is the
status Kracauer accords a work of so-called "low culture,” insisting that
such cultural objects reflect "the face of de-realized society more purely
than any other means by which one can catch a glimpse of it." ** He thus
reads the mass-cultural artifact as an encrypted historico-metaphysical
figure whose cultural marginality warrants its truth value.

The assumption that informs this shift—heavily indebted to

Lukacs' Theory of the Novel, which Kracauer reviewed enthusiastically
32

on more than one occasion —is that aesthetic form is particularly
suited to express the truth of an alienated historical era and render it
readable: " The more life deteriorates, the more it needs the work of art,
which unlocks life's impenetrability and organizes its elements to such
a degree that these elements, which are strewn helter-skelter, suddenly
become meaningfully related." * But whereas Lukacs granted privileged
status to the realm of the aesthetic, Kracauer ascribes it to marginal,
quotidian phenomena. According to his methodology, which reminds us
of Morelli's proleptic articulation of Freud's logic of the parapraxis, it
is the very insignificance of such quotidian artifacts that allows them to
serve as reliable indices or symptoms of specific historical conditions.™
As Kracauer explains in the methodologically programmatic opening
section of his 1927 essay " The Mass Ornament":
The position that an epoch occupies in the historical process can be

determined more strikingly from an analysis of its inconspicuous surface-
level expressions than from that epoch'sjudgments about itself. Since
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thesejudgments are expressions of the tendencies of a particular era, they
do not offer conclusive testimony about its overall constitution. The
surface-level expressions, however, by virtue of their unconscious nature,
provide unmediated access to the fundamental substance of the state of
things. Conversely, knowledge of this state of things depends on the
interpretation of these surface-level expressions. The fundamental sub-
stance of an epoch and its unheeded impulses illuminate each other
reciprocally.

What has changed in the mid-1920s such that the domain of empirical
reality—and in particular its superficies, previously dismissed as a realm
of emptiness and lack—can suddenly assume such a central role in
Kracauer's interpretive schema?

The significant factor behind this shift is a major transformation in
Kracauer's philosophy of history. In the wake of an intensive reading of
Kierkegaard and the early Marx, in the mid-1920s Kracauer replaces his
essentially static model of history as fall or decline with a dynamic
conception of history as a process of disenchantment (Entzauberung) or
demythologizing (Entmythologisierung, a synonym he uses to mark a
decided distance from the will-to-myth that characterizes pre-Fascist
critiques of the Enlightenment). Kracauer now articulates the historical
process as a struggle between the blind forces of nature and the force of
reason (Vernunft)—a struggle in which mankind gains an unprece-
dented independence from the imperatives of nature. However, the
achievements of such "progress" are in no way guaranteed and must be
constantly secured anew. In the present era, according to Kracauer, a
crisis has occurred in the process of " demythologizing” because modern
rationality, whose role in this project is a function of its negative and
analytic force, has been unable to exert itself fully. Forced under the
"rationalizing" yoke of the increasingly intractable capitalist relations of
production, this rationality has been robbed of its progressive potential.
The "Ratio"specific to capitalism is thus a "murky" reason which, as
abstract rationality, has once again taken on mythic traits. While the
"false concreteness" of mythical thinking has here been transformed
into its unmediated opposite, a false abstraction, the latter nevertheless
still bears the hallmark of myth in that it treats the products of its own
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historical action—that is, the capitalist relations of production and the
conditions of life that result from them—as if they were unchangeable
nature. As a result, capitalist Ratio poses a threat to the continued
process of disenchantment and the reign of reason (Vemunft).

So far this conception of history is thoroughly compatible with the
earlier model of history as decline: whether envisioned as a fall from an
anterior plenitude or as a process of disenchantment, both consider the
work of history as an operation of destruction or desubstantiation. But
whereas in his earlier writings Kracauer resigned himself to this decay
as an unfortunate but irreversible process, in his later writings he enthu-
siastically endorses the same disintegration as a necessary—albeit neg-
ative—step along the way to a "breakthrough" of reason. This in turn
casts the crisis of modernity in an entirely new light: the problem is not
the advanced state of disenchantment but rather the fact that this dis-
enchantment has not advanced far enough. The alienation of Ratio here
becomes an intermediate stage in the process of liberation from myth;
the danger stems from the fact that the process seems to have come to
a halt and that this stagnation is not recognized as such. Only if Ratio
continues to be subjected to the interrogation of reason can the project
of disenchantment—which Kracauer here conceives as the self-
transcendence (Selbstaufhebung) of Ratio—be fully realized.

This is the context for Kracauer's famous polemical claim in " The
Mass Ornament" that capitalism "rationalizes not too much, but rather
too little" Avoiding the pitfalls inherent in both the New Objectivity's
often facile endorsement of capitalist conditions and in a culturally
conservative anticapitalism, Kracauer calls for even more rationaliza-
tion, hoping that this supplement will be sufficient to liberate Ratio's
latent analytical and critical potential such that it can then overcome
itself. Indeed, it is this drama of enlightenment—the wavering between
Utopian possibility and apocalyptic threat—that structures the title essay
of The Mass Ornament and. by extension, the entire book. As Kracauer
points out, the ornamental patterns produced by groups of dancers (and
echoed in the increasingly popular stagings of vast stadium spectacles of
rhythmic gymnastics) are "the aesthetic reflex of the rationality to which
the prevailing economic system aspires." In both, production becomes
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the work of an anonymous mass whose individual members each per-
form specialized tasks; but these tasks take on meaning only within the
abstract, rationalized totality that transcendstheindividuals. While Krac-
auer notes the formal analogy between the patterns of stadium specta-
cles and the conditions of assembly-line production (" The hands in the
factory correspond to the legs of the Tiller Girls'), he does not simply
reduce the mass ornament to a superstructural reflection of the pre-
vailing mode of production, as would a traditional Marxist analysis of
ideology. Rather, he reads the geometry of human limbs as an ambiv-
alent historico-philosophical allegory, insisting that they are also a mise-
en-scene of disenchantment. The mass ornament, he argues, manifests
progressive potential as the representation of a new type of collectivity
organized not according to the natural bonds of community but as a
social mass of functionally linked individuals. Yet these very formations
are still in some sense opaque, composed as they are according to the
dictates of a Ratio that sacrifices meaning for the sake of an abstract
unity of reified elements. As such, they regress into myth, and in the
process expose the gulf between capitalist Ratio and reason. Suspending
the traditional opposition of (merely decorative) applied ornament and
functional structure (a discussion familiar to him from his ten-year stint
as an architect), Kracauer here casts the geometry of the mass of Tiller
Girls as both an ornamentalization of function and a functionalization of
ornament.

The essays in The Mass Ornament map the return of myth across a
wide spectrum of high and low culture, in the renaissance of religiosity,
in youth movements and body cults, in philosophy, and in cultural crit-
icism. Carefully avoiding the pitfalls of both " pure" philosophy and hard
core social science, the socially informed philosophical writing in this col-
lection occupies a force field that is characteristic of Frankfurt School
critical theory. It is thus not surprising that Kracauer was not only a
member of the wider circle of the Institut fur Sozialforschung (Institute
for Social Research), as has often been noted, but, although not institu-
tionally affiliated, arguably one of its central theorists on questions of film
and mass culture.” In " The Mass Ornament,” aswell asin essays such
as "ThoseWho Wait," " The Revolt of the Middle Classes," and " Bore-
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dom," onecan clearly observe Kracauer'sstriking anticipation in aWebe-
rian vocabulary of all the essential components of Adorno and
Horkheimer's thesis of the "dialectic of enlightenment," twenty years
prior to the publication of the book by that name.** As Adorno noted in
1933, concerning the man thirteen years his senior who had guided him
through his first encounter with Kant, Kracauer "was the first of any of
us to seriously tackle once again the problems of the enlightenment."
Indeed, some have argued that the critique of enlightenment in Krac-
auer's essays is epistemologically more fundamental than the one put
forth in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, which has been faulted for falling
back into the same myth that it analyzes.”” As Heide Schliipmann has
shown, Kracauer's careful reading of Kant already anticipates and
counters in the very form of its theoretical apparatus the critique of Kant
as the paradigmatic figure of the enlightenment moment.* The essays of
The Mass Ornament also reveal the important differences in these two
"dialectics of enlightenment": whereas Adorno and Horkheimer, con-
fronted with the threat of Fascism, see only the bleak prospects of his-
torical regression, Kracauer, while in no way naively Utopian, still holds
open the possibility that the enlightenment could overcomeitsown paral-
ysis and rescue itself from the petrification of Ratio. Unlike some of his
Frankfurt colleagues who insisted that autonomous art offered the sole
remaining preserve for the enlightenment project, Kracauer held almost
exactly the opposite position, insisting that "the path leads directly
through the center of the mass ornament, not away from it."

It isthusin the context of a struggle between Ratio and reason that
the status of the surface took on new significance. In Kracauer's earlier
work the surface was a locus of loss, the hallmark of a world lacking the
meaning which alone could give it substance. Kracauer invoked it only
to damn it and dismiss it in the name of a lost absolute. From the
perspective of a new philosophy of history, however, that same surface
domain, though still a site of lack, suddenly acquires new meaning.
Oncethehistorical processis conceived not as an irreversible and lamen-
table decline but as a salutary negation of myth in the service of what
could turn out to be the reign of reason, then even the poverty of a
world of surface retains a hidden potential. For only by thoroughly
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examining the very superficiality of the surface, by looking at the alien-
ation of Ratio as directly as possible, can one maintain the possibility of
a negation of this negativity. Hence the surface, though still situated
within a terrain mapped by the idealist oppositions of essence/appear -
ance and truth/empirical reality, becomes a cipher, a sur-face subject to
avariety of physiognomic readings. Indeed, the attention to that surface
takes on a striking urgency. As Kracauer puts it, employing a resonant
(and quite popular) image for the " disenchanted world" which was the
realm of surface, "America will disappear only when it discovers itself
fully."*

The phenomenology of the surface in Kracauer's writings after the
mid-1920s thus undertakes a serious exploration of superficies of cultural
ephemera and marginal domains—hotel lobbies, dancing, arcades, best-
sellers—in order, however, ultimately to transcend them. The focus on
scorned quotidian realms, artifacts, and practices, the interpretive atten-
tiveness to the castoffs from the storm of progress (which motivated Ben-
jamin's description of Kracauer as a "rag-picker"), and the voyage of
discovery to the "new world" of modernity which informs nearly every
one of the essays in The Mass Ornament: these are all part of a strategy—
Kracauer calls it a "trick" —whose goal is to move beyond that surface
realm. Echoing a rhetoric of hyperbolized negativity which was rather
widespread during the Weimar era (evident, for example, in Benjamin's
notions of "revolutionary nihilism" and " positive barbarism"), Kracauer
insists on the possibility of a Utopian—or even messianic—moment in
what he calls the "revelation of the negative."

Kracauer's revaluation of quotidian superficiality also explains his
early and sustained interest in the representational practices that display
an elective affinity with the surface—namely, photography and film. Dis-
regarding the debates as to their artistic status, Kracauer focused instead
on their diagnostic value as social facts, reading photography and film
(prior to any specific content) as material expressions of a particular his-
torical condition. Contrary to the almost canonical misreading of Krac-
auer in histories of film theory as a "naive realist," “ what photographic
and cinematic " objectivity" arrestsisthe reality of the world as a meta-
physical void. Although Kracauer'sturn to these mass media in the mid-
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1920s was thus certainly overdetermined by the evidentiary quality of the
photograph and photogram (that is, their iconic and indexical semiotic
specificity), the "realist vocation" common to both resided in their
unstaged depiction of the "real" negativity of the metaphysics of moder -
nity. As Kracauer makes clear in his pathbreaking essay " Photography"
(which should be read as a counterpart to " The Mass Ornament," pub-
lished only a few months earlier), the photographic image is like the geo-
metric limbs of the Tiller Girl formations in that it, too, serves to map
the current ambivalent stage of the dialectic of enlightenment: " The pho-
tograph captures the remnants that history has left behind . . . The same
mere nature that appears in the photograph is thriving in the reality of
the society created by capitalist Ratio." On the one hand, the prosthetic
vision ofthe photograph extends our grasp of the material world beyond
the constraints of our sensory and cognitive apparatus, affording access
to what Benjamin would later call the "optical unconscious."*“ Yet
despite this "redemptive" moment, the photograph's materialism cap-
tures a spatial continuum devoid of both time and meaning. What an old
photograph conveys, Kracauer writes, is not "the knowledge of the orig-
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inal but the spatial configuration of an instant; it is not the person who
stands forth in his or her photograph, but the sum of that which can be
abstracted from him or her. The photograph annihilates the person by
portraying him or her." Photography stages nature as the negativity of
history. As such, the hegemony of photography speaks the truth of the
alienation of Ratio even as it reveals a previously invisible residuum of
nature which holds open the possibility of a new, emancipated relation-
ship between reason and nature. In other words, the " go-for-broke game
of history" which Kracauer sees being played out in the turn to pho-
tography is the drama of the dialectic of capitalism—and of enlighten-
ment.

Cinema also plays a central role in Kracauer's sociometaphysical
diagnosis, since it combines, at the level of its syntax, the historically
ambivalent photogram with another symptomatic index of lack: the
fragmentation facilitated by cinematic montage. In the "creative geog-
raphy" of the specifically cinematic syntagm or sequence, Kracauer
recognizes a staging of the relationless jumble that is the signature of
modernity. Instead of dismissing it, however, he welcomes this confu-
sion as an emphasis on the external that could potentially reveal the
actual, desubstantialized metaphysical condition. This insight, in turn,
is cast as the condition of possibility of the transformation of that
present condition: only once the current state of things is revealed as
provisional (that is, not nature) can the question of their proper order
arise. Kracauer thus sees cinema's radical superficiality as both its rev-
olutionary responsibility and its promise: " The fact that these shows
convey precisely and openly to thousands of eyes and ears the disorder
of society—this is precisely what would enable them to evoke and
maintain the tension that must precede the inevitable and radical
change" (" Cult of Distraction"). In its insistence on the superficial, the
cinematic spectacle also exposes the anachronistic aesthetic politics of
the relics of bourgeois culture which mask the reality of the disintegra-
tion of contemporary culture through what Benjamin would later
describe as a fraudulent invocation of the "aura."

Pseudo-authenticity of various stripes is deconstructed in great
detail throughout The Mass Ornament, for example in Kracauer's cri-
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tiques of historical biography and of the Buber-Rosenzweig translation of
the Bible. The cinema was of course not immune to the pressures of such
reactionary aesthetic politics, as is evident in genres such as the art film
or historical film drama, whose closed and linear structures attempted to
reinstate (as did much of Hollywood narrative cinema) the very features
of classical drama which the new medium had rendered obsolete. But in
contrast to these cinematic practices, for which he had nothing but scorn,
Kracauer insisted on the importance of a cinema of distraction "that
exposes disintegration instead of masking it" (" Cult of Distraction").
Like the circus (about which Kracauer wrote enthusiastically on
numerous occasions), the anarchy of lowbrow cinematic forms such as
the slapstick of a Harold Lloyd or a Mack Sennett had a corrective and
revelatory function. Here, Kracauer insisted, "this emphasis on the
external has the advantage of being sincere. It is not externality that poses
a threat to truth. Truth is threatened only by the naive affirmation of
cultural values that have become unreal." In short, Kracauer privileged
photography and film because of their capacity to stage not the world as
such but what he once described elsewhere as a "revolutionizing nega-
tivity,"* a nihilism for the sake of the positive.

While one could indeed argue that such productive negation is a
formal potential of the cinematic medium, by 1926 Kracauer had rec-
ognized that the majority of filmsbeing screened in the Weimar Republic
wer e serving not to expose the metaphysical void but rather to deny the
growing sociopolitical crisis. Just as it had been histheory of history that
had motivated the turn from the realm of more traditional philosophical
topics to the domain of mass culture, it was now the latter's increasingly
problematic political function that motivated Kracauer to replace his
theologico-messianic and philosophical reading of mass media with an
analysis centered on their ideological function. In the changing political
conditions of the Weimar Republic, the foremost question for Kracauer
was no longer whether cinema unveiled the metaphysics of a fallen world,
but rather to what extent film production revealed the sociopolitical con-
tradictions and conditions of the reigning order. The responsibility of a
progressive cinema (such as he saw manifest, for example, in Eisenstein's
Potemkin) was now "to look the dire situation straight in the eye." In what
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is effectively a political inflection of his earlier argument about the pro-
gressive and revelatory potential of film's metaphysical negativity, Krac-
auer now held out great hope for a politically "concerned" cinema:
"Were it to depict things as they really are today and the way they try to
be, moviegoerscould get uneasy and begin to have doubts about thelegit-
imacy of our current social structure."*

Asafilm critic, Kracauer waswell awarethat very few German com-
mercial films of the later 1920s wer e critical and analytical in character.
At best, most of them conveyed repressed wishes and daydreams, but in
an alienated form that simultaneously reproduced their denial. In such a
situation, as Kracauer himself explained in his programmatic 1932 essay
on film criticism, the role of the marginalized progressive film also nec-
essarily became that of the responsible critic. The latter, he wrote, "can
be conceived only as a social critic. His mission is to expose the social
conceptionsand ideologies hidden in average films and ther eby to subvert
the influence of these films themselves everywhere it is necessary."*
These objectives are evident both in Kracauer'sideological analysis of the
illusionist studio wizardry in various UFA films (published under the
title " Calico-World") and in his essay " The Little Shopgirls Go to the
Movies," in which he catalogued the various means by which the culture
industry has recast political and social exploitation into the more appeal-
ing forms of adventure, romance, and triumph. In hisreadings here, Krac-
auer objects not to the status of these films as fantasies—which he
defends as an important vehicle for the articulation of desires—but to the
way they disfigure the actual social and political situation. Yet this move
does not depend upon a facile split between reality and representation.
Rather, Kracauer's methodological strategy in these analyses (evident in
much of his Weimar film writings and also in From Caligari to Hitler
almost two decades later) is to grasp a film's ideological reconfiguration
of the world as itself a socially symptomatic—and thus in an important
sense "real" —political fact. According to Kracauer, " Stupid and unreal
film fantasies are the daydreams of society, in which its actual reality comes
tothe fore and its otherwise repressed wishestake on form .. . The more
incorrectly they present the surface of things, the more correct they
become and the more clearly they mirror the secret mechanism of
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society" ("The Little Shopgirls Go to the Movies"). Anything but a
facile positivist, Kracauer here demonstrates that there is a significant
psychosocial dimension to his conception of the "real." Wherever, as in
these readings of films, reality is equally manifest in the mechanisms of
repression and what is repressed, access tothe "real" is possible only in
and through its contradictions. There is thus an important structural
analogy between the methodology of Kracauer's critical social theory and
the practice of montage, which he championed as a cinematic technique.
In both, as Miriam Hansen has shown, a practice of constellation enables
issues of contemporary politics to appear, as it were, " between thelines,"
since in both (as Kracauer remarked in a famous line from Die Ange-
stellten), reality itself is a construction.”

Unlike much of the contemporaneous German theoretical writing
on film, which was primarily concerned with establishing the medium's
aesthetic, metaphysical, and discursive specificity,” Kracauer's work on
the cinema during the later Weimar years was inflected more toward
sociopolitical issues of production (analyses of the UFA studios), recep-
tion (the study of the architecture of Berlin cinema palaces), regulation
(polemical attacks on government censorship), and the development of
a critical public sphere through the practice of a responsible film crit-
icism. As such it was among the earliest to make what has since come
to be called the important transition from film theory to cinema theory,
the latter understood as a practice that is both more historically reflexive
and more sensitive to larger institutional factors.” Indeed, one could
argue that as a collection The Mass Ornament documents one of the first
sustained attempts at cinema theory, intricately embedding the discus-
sion of film within a much broader spectrum of cultural theory. This is
perhaps most evident in Kracauer's focus on questions of cinematic
spectatorship, a concern that grew out of his work on the emerging
culture of white-collar workers in Berlin and the transformations in the
forms of their subjectivity, leisure, and class.” For it isin this study that
Kracauer established the important correlation between the psychoso-
cial conditions peculiar to that class (lack of roots, isolation, emotional
vulnerability, a general feeling of insecurity) and the new social obses-
sion with consumption and conspicuous, compensatory leisure (cafes,
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dance halls, illustrated magazines, cabarets). Taking up the question
explored in his analysis of bestselling novels, Kracauer asked whether
the same audience that has long had a reactionary relationship to reading
could adopt a progressive stance toward the cinema. His affirmative
answer grows out of a detailed analysis of the historical transformation
in the nature of attention, along lines later taken up in Benjamin's essay
"The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility" and
again by more recent theorists.”

Anticipating by more than half a century the important discussion
of cinema's "subject effect,” a methodological schema that developed
out of the psychoanalytically informed semiotic film theory of the 1970s,
Kracauer argues that the site of intelligibility which cinema constructs
for its spectators is no longer that of the coherent and self-identical
bourgeois subject. Instead of the immersed and contemplative concen-
tration characteristic of this now outmoded paradigm of stable subjec-
tivity and its equally anachronistic, "stabilizing" spectacles, it is
"distraction"” that now becomes the defining characteristic of cinematic
spectatorship. Stripped of its pejorative connotation, this category is
here recast as the signature of a nonbourgeois mode of sensory experi-
ence. In his prescient essay " Cult of Distraction," Kracauer locates the
emancipatory potential of a distracted mode of reception in its capacity
to retool perceptual and motor skills for the new sensorial economy of
modernity, whose most salient characteristics are its speed and abrupt
transitions—the very hallmark of cinema as the school of "shock,"
which Benjamin would celebrate almost a decade later as one of the
medium's most progressive features.” Distraction further serves as both
a lived critique of the bourgeois fiction of the coherent self-identical
subject and as a barometer of the current state of mankind's alienation
from itself. As such, it speaks the truth of modernity: "Here, in pure
externality the audience encounters itself; its own reality is revealed in
the fragmented sequence of splendid sense impressions. Were this
reality to remain hidden from the viewers, they could neither attack nor
change it; its disclosure in distraction is therefore of moral significance."
It isthusin the potential of the audience as collective, in the possibility
that cinema could provoke a structural transformation of the public
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sphere such that it would itself become a site of enlightenment, that
Kracauer ultimately locates the emancipatory moment of a truly mass-
cultural aesthetic politics.

The status of the subject (and of the concomitant category of expe-
rience) in modernity, so crucial to Kracauer's discussion of cinema, isin
fact one of the key issues of this entire volume. The attempt to trace the
transformation of subjectivity and of the contours and limits of experi-
ence is evident not only in Kracauer's radical theory of boredom, in his
analysis of "those who wait," and in his discussion of "the group as the
bearer of ideas," but indeed in some sense in virtually every one of these
essays. Beyond its extensive thematic treatment, this problematic is also
manifest in the curious mixture of subjectivity and objectivity which is
one of the hallmarks of Kracauer's style. His frequent and often dis-
arming alternation between the impersonal voice of abstract theoretical
discourse and utterances in first person is only the most visible rhetorical
indication of the fact that his theoretical analyses are almost always at
some level also a reflection of his own experience. One sees the same
imbrication of experience and critique, for example, in the "spiritual
homelessness" which Kracauer ascribesto both white-collar workers and
intellectuals (such as himself), or in theshopgirls' reactionstothe movies,
which are, in fact, as Adorno and others have noted, a barely concealed
rehearsal of Kracauer's own spectatorial experience. To some extent this
was a function of Kracauer's willingness to acknowledge the proximity of
his own class position to that of the employees he studied as a virtual
" participant-observer." However, as Adorno pointed out, the question of
experience also served Kracauer as a sort of litmus test for the validity of
his theoretical constructs: " The medium of his thought was experience,
not that of the empiricist and positivist schools, which distill experience
itself down to its general principles and make a method out of it. He
pursued intellectual experience as something individual, determined to
think only what he could fill with substance, only what had become con-
cretized for him about people and things."* This struggle is evident
Ihroughout The Mass Ornament, whose essays can be read profitably as an
autophenomenology of subject formation in the modern era and as a case
study in the methodological and discursive consequences for the practice

o 27 o



INTRODUCTION

of cultural theory of such an attention to the particularity of experience.

Like other contextualizing rereadings of canonical figures in the
history of film theory such as Sergei Eisenstein and Andre Bazin,” The
Mass Ornament plays a key role in the revisionist assessment of Kracauer
that is currently under way. Just as it is most profitable to approach his
Theory of Film and the study From Caligari to Hitler as a two-volume
textual dialectic, so too must each of these inquiries be located in rela-
tion to his diverse Weimar writings. Like the Theory of Film, which, as
new scholarship has shown, can be properly understood only against the
background of Kracauer's much earlier work (as well as his unpublished
draft of a film theory written in Marseilles in 1940), From Caligari to
Hitler must also be read as an inflection of arguments and analyses made
in the corpus of film and cultural criticism prior to Kracauer's exile in
1933. Such a prism opens up the possibility of interpreting the Caligari
book not only in terms of its controversial psychosociological central
thesis but also, for example, as a sort of follow-up study of the gentri-
fication and manipulation of the distraction that Kracauer analyzed in
his earlier writings.” It also complicates the often reductive recourse to
the "epistemological shift" between the "two" Kracauers, a periodiza-
tion of his career that contrasts his early micrological and sociopolitical
Weimar writings with the more systematic, ostensibly apolitical pieces
he wrote during his exile in the United States.” His early writings
further reveal the need for a careful reconsideration of the Frankfurt
School debates on modernity and mass culture, with Kracauer taking up
a much more central position in the terrain previously circumscribed
exclusively by Adorno and Benjamin.*

In the context of more general methodological discussions, The
Mass Ornament has been heralded as a reorientation of film theory away
from its long-standing and fertile engagement with French models and
more toward a German philosophical and sociological discursive tradi-
tion. As a model of theoretical practice that resists totalizing systemic
tendencies, as a reconciliation of phenomenology and semiotics in the
form of a materialist phenomenology of daily life, and in its insistence
on the critical analysis of both the sensorial/experiential and the insti-
tutional dimensions of social phenomena such as cinema, Kracauer's
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Weimar essays serve as an early paradigm of what is now increasingly
being called "cultural studies." Indeed, one can read The Mass Orna-
ment in various ways as a voyage across historical and epistemological
space: as a cultural tourist's philosophical diary of the Weimar Republic
and as a flaneurial history of visual fascination, as a catalogue of the
phenomena of disenchantment and as a critical phenomenology of the
subject formations of modernity.

Besides The Mass Ornament's incisiveness as a historical and
cultural-theoretical document, its multifaceted analysis of the crisis of
modernity retains an astonishing actuality. Nowher e was this more strik-
ingly evident than in Berlin during the winter of 1993-94, as this
introduction was being written. For it was there, in the epicenter of the
"spiritual homelessness" called "reunified" Germany, that texts Krac-
auer had published during the Weimar years in the Frankfurter Zeitung
began to reappear uncannily in the new capital's daily papers. Krac-
auer's 1930 analysis of Heinrich Tessenow's renovation of Friedrich
Schinkel's Neue Wache, for example, was reprinted in the context of
the monument's highly controversial refurbishing and re-inauguration
in November 1993*—a reappearance which curiously confirmed that
many of the issues surrounding the crisis of modernity had hardly
vanished with the advent of "postmodernity." While the fault lines of
the current re-mythologization are perhaps even more difficult to dis-
cern than they were sixty years ago, Kracauer's incisive critiques of the
central role of German cultural-nationalist politics in that "crisis" are
just as urgent today. But it was the subsequent republication in full of
yet another Kracauer text which established beyond doubt the social
and political contemporaneity of his critically diagnostic analyses. Here,
in his 1930 allegorical reading of the architecture of unemployment
offices, Kracauer elaborates a variation on the mass-ornament thesis:
"Every typical space is created by typical social relations which are
expressed in such a space without the disturbing intervention of conscious-
ness. Everything that consciousness ignores, everything that it usually
just overlooks, is involved in the construction of such spaces. Spatial
structures are the dreams of a society. Whenever the hieroglyph of any
such spatial structure is decoded, the foundation of the social reality is
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revealed." In its deciphering of Weimar culture, in its readings of the
work of history through the reconfiguration of metropolitan topography
(the case of the "new" Linden mega-mall being perhaps the most
dramatic signifier of the violence of "transition"), The Mass Ornament
not only reveals that the complexities of a modernity in crisis are scarcely
a thing of the past; it also gives the contemporary reader a set of tools
with which to render that landscape readable in all of its contradictions.
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Bullfight in the arena at Nimes, France



Lad and Bull

A STUDY IN MOVEMENT

Aix-en-Provence, Mid-September, 1926

"A lad kills a bull." This sentence out of a school primer appears in a
yellow ellipse in which the sun is boiling. Everyone is gazing down into
the oval from the stands and trees, where the locals hang like overripe
bananas. The bull careens through the arena in a stupor. Facing the
drunken mass, the lad stands alone.

He's an orange point with a pinned-up braid. Thirteen years old,
with the face of a boy. Other youths his age sweep across the prairie in
magnificent costumes and rescue the white squaw from a martyr's death.
Confronted with a bull, they'd have run away. The lad stands there and
smiles ceremoniously. The animal succumbs to a marionette.

The marionette goads the gale according to the rules of the ritual
(hat magnifies it. Even a little puppet could dangle the red cape that the
bull recognizes as its counterfetish. It tries to assault it, but the cape
lloats away, transformed into an arabesque by the little puppet. A thing
of nature could be gored, but powers wane when confronted with the
weightlessness of the flowing pleats.

The marionette turns into an orange lass, who lures the oafish
creature. She approaches it with swaying steps, her hands hoisting two
small colorful lances. The upright heroine's theatrical laugh announces
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the start of the love battle. The bull falls into the snare of the cleverly
calculated rhythm. But the web is elastic, and before you know it the
tiny wizard has thrust the small lances into its flanks. Three pairs of
lances adorn the patch, knitting needles in a ball of yarn, with waving
ribbons. The bull tries to shake them off, but in vain: the geometry is
firmly set in the bulges.

The lad unfolds a cloth as red as a cock's comb. The dagger he
conceals behind the curtain is so long that he could use it to climb up
into the air. The characteristics of the plane and the line indicate that
the end is drawing near. The marionette makes the cloth scintillate and
draws ever narrower circles with the dagger. The bull is seized by a
trembling in the face of the ornaments' power. Those who earlier hov-
ered about like rings of smoke and then struck it in numerous places
now close in upon it ever more threateningly, so that it will expire on the
scene.

Up to this point, it is still a game. The dagger could still pull back;
the redness would not necessarily have to encounter itself in blood. It is
a single stab, a rapid stabbing sparkle, that surges through the barrier.
The dagger darts forth from the marionette; it was not the lad who
wielded it. The astonished element recoils and glares. The curving of
the sinking mass triumphs over the line of the dagger. Now colors and
sweeping movements dominate the scene.

Caps and bags fly into the air as the miniature victor runs a lap,
bouquets of jubilation. The sun glows in the ellipse. The lad stands
there and smiles ceremoniously.






The quay of the old harbor in Marseilles, France, late 1920s



Two Planes

The Bay

Marseilles, a dazzling amphitheater, rises around the rectangle of the
old harbor. The three shores of the square paved with sea, whose depth
cuts into the city, are lined with rows of facades, each one like the next.
Across from the entrance to the bay, the Cannebiere, the street of all
streets, breaks into the square's smooth luminescence, extending the
harbor into the city's interior. It is not the only connection between the
soaring terraces and this monster of a square, from whose foundation
the neighborhoods rise like thejets of a fountain. The churches point to
the square as the vanishing point of all perspectives, and the still-virgin
hills face it as well. Rarely has such an audience ever been assembled
around an arena. If ocean liners were to fill the basin, their trails of
smoke would drift to the most remote houses; if fireworkswere to be set
off over the plane, the city would be witness to the illumination.

No ocean liners fill the bay, and no fireworks are coasting down;
there are only yawls, motor launches, and pinnaces, resting lazily at the
edges. During the sailfishing era, the harbor used to be a kaleidoscope
dispatching moving patterns across the quays. They trickled off into
the pores; the gratings of lordly mansions, set back from the shorefront,
glistened. The splendor has lost its luster, and the bay has degenerated
from the street of all streets into a rectangle. Its desolateness is shared
by a side branch of water, a forgotten rivulet that does not mirror the
stark houses.
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The city keeps its fishing nets open. The catch is collected in the
harbor's new basins, which, together with the coastline, describe a
mighty trajectory. The arrival and departure of the ocean liners, aglow
as they disappear over the horizon, constitute the poles of life. The
bleakness of the bare warehouse walls is an illusion; their front side is
what the fairy-tale prince would see. In the spongy depths of the harbor
quarter the fauna of humanity is teeming, and in the puddles the sky is
pristine. Outdated palaces are converted into brothels that outlive every
ancestral portrait gallery. The mass of humanity in which the peoples of
different nations blend together is flushed through avenues and bazaar
streets. These define the borders of the districts into which the human
tide disperses. In the shell-like windings of one of those districts rages
the eternal mass of small-time tradespeople.

Unfrequented amid all this, the bay lounges about lazily. Its very
existence prevents the arches from closing. The streets dead-end on its
banks; it bends straight ones into curves. In its public space the obvious
vanishes; its emptiness spreads to distant corners. The bay is so mute
that it surges through the shrieks like a respite. The filled tiers of the
amphitheater spread around a cavity. The upright audience turns its
back on it.

The Quadrangle

Whoever the place finds did not seek it." The alleys, crumpled paper
streamers, are laced together without knots. Crossbeams traverse the
soil wrinkles, rubbing against plaster, plummeting into the depths of
basements, then ricocheting back to their starting point. A backstairs
quarter, it lacks the magnificent ascending entrances. Grayish-green
smells of sea waste come smoldering out of open doors; little red lamps
lead the way. In the spaces that afford a view, one finds improvised
backdrops: rows of flying buttresses, Arabic signs, stair windings. If one
leaves them behind, they are torn down and reconstructed at a different
site. Their order is familiar to the dreamer.

A wall heralds the square. It stands sleeplessly erect, sealing off the
labyrinth. A gully accompanies it with canine obedience, plodding
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alongside every step of the way. Hatches have been blasted into the wall,
small holes at large intervals that admit no light into the spaces behind.
Other walls of equal length foreshorten like railway tracks; but not this
one. Its vanishing points diverge, either because the gully drops down
or because the crown of the wall steadily rises. Suddenly, next to the
gully, the square unfolds.

It is a quadrangle which has been stamped into the urban tangle
with a giant template. Blocks of barracks fall into formation around it,
the rear wall painted red. An apron shoots out from the wall, stops,
breaks off. The horizontal lines are drawn with a ruler, dead straight.

On the deserted square, something happens: the force of the quad-
rilateral pushes the person who is trapped into its center. He is alone,
and yet he isn't. Although no observers are visible, the rays of their
gazes pierce through the shutters, through the walls. Bundles of them
traverse the space, intersecting at its midpoint. Fear is stark naked, at
their mercy. No bouquet of palm trees capable of swathing this bareness
caresses the edges. On invisible seats around the quadrangle a tribunal
isin session. It isthe moment before the pronouncement of the verdict,
which is not handed down. The sharpened arrow of the apron points to
the one who is waiting, follows him, a moving indicator. The eyes of
notorious portraits constantly follow the viewer in this way. The red
rear wall is separated from the plane of the square by a crack from which
a roadway rises, hidden by the apron.

In this tangle of pictorial alleys, no one seeks the quadrangle. After
painstaking reflection, one would have to describe its size as moder ate.
But once its observers have settled into their chairs, it expands toward
the four sides of the world, overpowering the pitiful, soft, private parts
of the dream: it is a square without mercy.
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Marianne Breslauer, Untitled; Paris, 1929



Analysis of a City Map

Faubourgs and the Center

Some of the Parisian faubourgs are giant shelters for all sorts of ordinary
people, from low-level functionaries down to the workers, the trades-
people, and those who are called losers because others consider them-
selveswinners. The way in which they have cohabited over the centuries
is expressed in the form of these shelters, which is certainly not bour-
geois but is not proletarian either, to the extent that the latter term
evokes smokestacks, tenements, and highways. It is impoverished and
humane at the same time. This humaneness results not only from the
fact that existence in the faubourgs contains remnants of a natural life
which give this existence some fulfillment. What is much more decisive
is that this replete existence is slated for demolition.
On Saturday afternoons the avenue St. Ouan is a fairground. Not that
the fair simply set itself up here like a traveling circus; rather, the
avenue was pregnant with it and brings forth the fair from within itself.
The need to lay in supplies for Sunday brings together a crowd that
would appear to astronomers as nebulae. It jams together into dense
clumpsin which the tightly packed individuals wait, until at some point
they are again unpacked. Between purchases they savor the spectacle of
the constant disintegration of the complexes to which they belong, a
sight that keeps them at the peripheries of life.

Were the Mediterranean lapping at the avenue's edges, the shops
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could hardly expose themselves in a more windowless fashion. They
disgorge a stream of commodities that serves to satisfy creaturely needs;
it climbs up the facades, is interrupted at street level, and then shoots
with redoubled force up into the heights on the far side of the cross-
current of passersby. Above the uncleared undergrowth of natural prod-
ucts which will later enliven the menu as hors d'oeuvres, the primeval
forests of meat shanks are swaying their treetops. Next door the supply
of household goods runs wild, with covers made of burlap on which a
charming flora scatters flowe