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Walter Benjamin: Selected
Writings, Volume 2, Part 1
(1927-1930): A Deep Dive

Walter Benjamin's *Selected Writings, Volume 2, Part 1
(1927-1930)*, published in its 2005 paperback edition, offers
a crucial window into a pivotal period of the influential
German philosopher's life and thought. This collection,
encompassing essays, articles, and fragments from the late
1920s, reveals the development of Benjamin's key concepts,
including his theories on art history, Marxism, and
modernity. This article will explore the book's contents,
highlighting its significance for students of philosophy,
literary theory, and cultural studies.

A Period of Transformation:
Contextualizing Benjamin's Work
(1927-1930)

The years 1927-1930 witnessed significant shifts in both
Benjamin's personal life and the broader political landscape
of Europe. The rise of Nazism cast a long shadow,
significantly impacting intellectual discourse and forcing
many thinkers, including Benjamin, into exile. This collection
reflects this turbulent era, showcasing Benjamin's evolving
engagement with Marxism and his increasingly critical
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analysis of capitalist modernity. We see him grappling with
the changing media landscape, exploring the impact of new
technologies like film on perception and experience, a topic
central to his essay, "The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction," which, although appearing in a
later volume, has its intellectual roots in this period. This era
represents a crucial phase in his transition from a more
literary-critical approach towards a more philosophically-
grounded, politically engaged perspective, making the
essays included essential for understanding the full
trajectory of his work.

Key Themes and Concepts Explored
in Volume 2, Part 1

This volume is rich in diverse topics, showcasing Benjamin's
wide-ranging interests. Some key themes that repeatedly
emerge include:

e The Arcades Project (Passagenwerk): Although not
fully present here as a completed work, the seeds of
Benjamin's monumental *Arcades Project* are clearly
visible in this volume. We find him collecting and
annotating materials related to 19th-century Parisian
arcades, foreshadowing his later, profound reflections
on modernity, urban experience, and the fleeting
nature of history. This is one of the most prominent
aspects of the Benjamin's work highlighted in this
collection.

e The Critique of Fascism: While not explicitly focused
on Nazism, this collection reveals Benjamin's
increasing awareness and critique of fascist tendencies
within European society. His subtle yet incisive
critiques are embedded within seemingly unrelated
essays, providing insights into his developing political
consciousness.

e The Philosophy of History: Benjamin's unique
perspective on history, characterized by its emphasis
on memory, experience, and the possibility of historical
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redemption, is clearly present in this volume. His ideas
about the "now-time" and the importance of

remembering the past are prefigured in these writings,
eventually culminating in his famous thesis on history.

e The Aura of Art: This period lays the groundwork for
Benjamin's later famous essay on the "aura" of art and
the changes it underwent due to mechanical
reproduction. The essays begin to unpack how
technological advances, particularly in photography
and film, were changing the way art was perceived and
experienced, a central theme for future scholarship on
media theory.

The Style and Accessibility of
Benjamin's Writing

While Benjamin’s writing is dense and demanding, *Selected
Writings, Volume 2, Part 1* demonstrates a clear evolution in
his style. Some essays are more accessible than others, but
overall, the volume reveals a writer actively grappling with
complex ideas, sometimes in a fragmented and aphoristic
style. This style, while initially challenging, eventually
rewards the patient and attentive reader with profound
insights into his thinking. The editors' introduction and
helpful annotations in the 2005 edition significantly aid the
reader's comprehension, contextualizing the essays within
the larger intellectual currents of the time.

The Value and Significance of this
Collection for Contemporary
Readers

*Selected Writings, Volume 2, Part 1* offers invaluable
insight into the intellectual development of one of the 20th
century's most influential thinkers. The essays included
provide a deeper understanding of Benjamin's complex
relationship with Marxism, his evolving critique of modernity,
and his pioneering contributions to literary theory and
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cultural studies. It is essential reading for anyone interested
in the intersection of philosophy, history, art, and politics.
The book's enduring value lies in its exploration of timeless
themes, including the power of technology, the nature of
experience, and the possibilities of historical redemption,
making it relevant for contemporary readers grappling with
similar issues today. Its impact can be observed in the
numerous academic articles and books that reference
Benjamin's writings and interpret his thought further.

FAQ: Walter Benjamin, Selected
Writings, Volume 2, Part 1

Q1: What is the main focus of this volume of
Benjamin's writings?

Al: This volume focuses on Benjamin's work from 1927 to
1930, a period of significant intellectual and political
upheaval. It showcases the development of his key ideas
related to art, history, Marxism, and modernity, laying the
groundwork for his later, more famous works. The essays
explore themes like the changing nature of art in the age of
mechanical reproduction, the critique of capitalism and
fascism, and his evolving philosophy of history.

Q2: How accessible is this book to a non-academic
reader?

A2: While Benjamin’s writing is often dense and requires
careful reading, the 2005 edition's annotations and
introductory material significantly improve accessibility.
Certain essays are more straightforward than others. Starting
with the introduction and carefully working through the
essays, will aid comprehension.

Q3: What is the significance of the "Arcades Project"
fragments in this volume?

A3: The fragments from Benjamin's *Arcades Project* found
in this volume offer a valuable glimpse into the genesis of
this monumental work. They reveal his early research
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methods and his developing ideas about the relationship
between modernity, urban space, and historical experience.
These fragments provide essential context for understanding
the finished *Arcades Project*.

Q4: How does this volume contribute to our
understanding of Benjamin's political thought?

A4: This volume showcases Benjamin's growing engagement
with Marxist thought and his increasing critique of fascism.
Although not explicitly focused on political manifestos, the
essays subtly reveal his developing political consciousness
and his critique of capitalist modernity.

Q5: What are some of the key concepts introduced or
developed in this volume?

A5: Key concepts include Benjamin's developing philosophy
of history, his ideas about the "aura" of art and its
transformation by technology, his critiques of capitalist
modernity, and the early stages of his research into the
*Passagenwerk* (Arcades Project).

Q6: Are there any specific essays in this volume that
stand out?

A6: While all essays contribute to a deeper understanding of
Benjamin's thinking, certain essays, due to their thematic
significance or relative accessibility, often stand out.
However, the overall value lies in the collection's ability to
provide a comprehensive picture of his work during a pivotal
period.

Q7: How does this volume relate to Benjamin's later
work?

A7: This volume serves as a crucial foundation for his later,
more widely-known works, particularly "The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" and *The Arcades
Project*. It reveals the intellectual roots of his mature
thought and the evolution of his key concepts.
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Q8: Why is this particular 2005 paperback edition
significant?

A8: The 2005 edition is significant for its helpful introduction,
detailed annotations, and overall editorial care. These
additions greatly aid readers in navigating Benjamin’s
complex and often fragmented writings, making the volume
more accessible to a wider audience.

Delving into the intellectual landscape of Walter Benjamin’s
profound writings, specifically Volume 2, Part 1 (1927-1930),
offers us a privileged glimpse into the formation of one of the
most important thinkers of the 20th era. This compilation of
essays, released in 2005 as a paperback, acts as a crucial
connection between Benjamin’s earlier work and his later,
fully developed investigations of history. This article will
delve into the key themes present within this remarkable
volume, emphasizing its lasting influence on philosophical
thought.

The essays in this specific volume show a clear progression
in Benjamin’s philosophical methodology. Moving away from
the purely aesthetic concerns of his earlier work, he begins
to integrate socio-political analyses into his interpretations of
art. This synthesis is noticeably apparent in essays such as
“The Storyteller,” where he mourns the loss of the time-
honored narrative form and relates it to the changing nature
of life in present-day civilization. He studies how the
emergence of mass media has transformed the way we
understand tales and experience the world.

Another significant theme that appears is Benjamin’s
deepening engagement with Marxist thought. While not yet a
outright Marxist, he starts to grapple with Marxian ideas such
as historical materialism, employing them to his
interpretations of art. This theoretical undertaking is
apparent in his writings on artistic creation, where he
examines the link between the artistic creation and the
material conditions of its genesis.

The prose of Benjamin's work is known for its density and
suggestiveness. He frequently employs maxims, fragments,
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and extended metaphors to convey his concepts. While this
may prove demanding for the uninitiated reader, it also
compensates careful study with deep understandings into
the human experience. The careful preparation of this
volume, in the 2005 paperback edition, makes these difficult
ideas somewhat less daunting for contemporary readers,
even if it doesn't entirely reduce the inherent complexity.

In closing, Walter Benjamin’s *Selected Writings, Volume 2,
Part 1 (1927-1930)* represents a crucial phase in the
development of his thought. It reveals a enhanced
complexity in his perspective and demonstrates his
penetrating impact on future thinkers of literary thinkers.
This volume is a valuable resource for anyone seeking to
comprehend Benjamin's ideas and its enduring significance
to our analysis of the world around us.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the main focus of Volume 2, Part 1? The
volume primarily focuses on Benjamin's developing
engagement with Marxist thought and its application to his
analysis of art, literature, and society. It marks a transition in
his thinking, moving beyond purely aesthetic concerns.

2. Is this volume suitable for beginners to Benjamin's
work? While challenging, the 2005 paperback release offers
a relatively accessible entry point, albeit still demanding
careful and attentive reading. It's advisable to have some
prior familiarity with Benjamin's broader themes.

3. How does this volume relate to Benjamin’s other
writings? It acts as a bridge between his earlier, more
aesthetically focused work and his later, more explicitly
politically engaged writings. Understanding this volume is
crucial for understanding the trajectory of his intellectual
development.

4. What are some of the key concepts explored in this
volume? Key concepts include the decline of the storyteller,
the impact of mass media, historical materialism, the aura of
art, and the relationship between art and the socio-economic
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conditions of its production.
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