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Walter  Benjamin  explores  severa l  ideas  regard ing  Poe’s  words  and  the 
ideas  of  i so la t ion  and  mechaniza t ion  in  urban  soc ie ty.  He  f i r s t  speaks  of 
how c iv i l iza t ion  rever t s  to  a  s ta te  of  savagery.  I  would  def in i te ly  agree 
wi th  th i s  observa t ion ,  i t  i s  p roven  tha t  wi thout  an  organized  sys tem 
to  fo l low,  people  become savage- l ike .  In  my ear l ie r  des igns  I  p layed 
wi th  the  idea  tha t  c iv i l iza t ion  can  “ fa l l”  in to  d isorder.  I  would  have  my 
des igns  depic t ing  organized  typography on  the  upper  par t ,  and  s lowly 
becoming more  and  more  chaot ic  towards  the  bot tom.  Depic t ing  tha t  i f 
l e f t  a lone ,  soc ie ty  would  s lowly  fa l l  f rom order  to  d isorder.  Benjamin 
a l so  ta lks  about  how invent ion  and  innovat ion  lead  to  the  e l imina t ion  of 
cer ta in  behaviors .  The  example  of  the  match  made  me th ink  of  how one 
l i t t l e  th ing  we do  can  se t  o ff  so  many s teps  and  make  someth ing  to ta l ly 
d i ffe ren t  happen .  I  th ink  th i s  thought  i s  very  in te res t ing ,  and  ge ts  me 
th inking  about  the  repercuss ions  tha t  wi l l  occur  f rom my own work  in  a r t .
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Translated by Harry ZohnPreface by Leon WieseltierEdited by Hannah Arendt

F e a r ,  r e v u l s i o n ,  a n d  h o r r o r  w e r e  t h e  e m o t i o n s  w h i c h  t h e  b i g - c i t y  c r o w d  a r o u s e d  i n  t h o s e 

w h o  f i r s t  o b s e r v e d  i t .  F o r  P o e  i t  h a s  s o m e t h i n g  b a r b a r i c ;  d i s c i p l i n e  j u s t  b a r e l y  m a n a g e s  t o 

t a m e  i t .  L a t e r ,  J a m e s  E n s o r  t i r e l e s s l y  c o n f r o n t e d  i t s  d i s c i p l i n e  w i t h  i t s  w i l d n e s s ;  h e  l i k e d  t o 

p u t  m i l i t a r y  g r o u p s  i n  h i s  c a r n i v a l  m o b s ,  a n d  b o t h  g o t  a l o n g  s p l e n d i d -  l y — a s  t h e  p r o t o t y p e 

o f  t o t a l i t a r i a n  s t a t e s ,  i n  w h i c h  t h e  p o l i c e  m a k e  c o m m o n  c a u s e  w i t h  t h e  l o o t e r s .  Va l é r y,  w h o 

h a s  a  f i n e  e y e  f o r  t h e  c l u s t e r  o f  s y m p t o m s  c a l l e d  “ c i v i l i z a t i o n , ”  h a s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  o n e  o f  t h e 

p e r t i n e n t  f a c t s .  “ T h e  i n h a b i t a n t  o f  t h e  g r e a t  u r b a n  c e n t e r s , ”  h e  w r i t e s ,  “ r e v e r t s  t o  a  s t a t e  o f 

s a v a g e r y — t h a t  i s ,  o f  i s o l a t i o n .  T h e  f e e l i n g  o f  b e i n g  d e p e n d e n t  o n  o t h e r s ,  w h i c h  u s e d  t o  b e 

k e p t  a l i v e  b y  n e e d ,  i s  g r a d u a l l y  b l u n t e d  i n  t h e  s m o o t h  f u n c t i o n i n g  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  m e c h a n i s m . 

A n y  i m p r o v e m e n t  o f  t h i s  m e c h a n i s m  e l i m i n a t e s  c e r t a i n  m o d e s  o f  b e h a v i o r  a n d  e m o -  t i o n s . ” 

C o m f o r t  i s o l a t e s ;  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  i t  b r i n g s  t h o s e  e n j o y i n g  i t  c l o s e r  t o  m e c h a n i z a t i o n .

ILLUMINATIONS: ESSAYS AND REFLECTIONS

“ON SOME MOTIFS IN BAUDELAIRE”

W A L T E R  B E N J A M I N
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Edited by Hannah Arendt

Preface by Leon Wieseltier

Translated by Harry Zohn

Wa l t e r  B e n j a m i n

I l l u m i n a t i o n s :  E s s a y s  a n d  R e f l e c t i o n s

“ O n  S o m e  M o t i f s  i n  B a u d e l a i r e ”

Fear, revulsion, and horror 

were the emotions which 

the big-city crowd aroused 

in those who first observed 

it. For Poe it has some-

thing barbaric; discipline 

just barely manages to 

tame it. Later, James Ensor 

tirelessly confronted its 

discipline with its wild-

ness; he liked to put mili-

tary groups in his carnival 

mobs, and both got along 

splendid- ly—as the proto-

type of totalitarian states, 

in which the police make 

common cause with the 

looters. Valéry, who has a 

fine eye for the cluster of 

symptoms called “civiliza-

tion,” has characterized 

one of the pertinent facts. 

“The inhabitant of the 

great urban centers,” he 

writes, “reverts to a state 

of savagery—that is, of 

isolation. The feeling of 

being dependent on others, 

which used to be kept 

alive by need, is gradu-

ally blunted in the smooth 

functioning of the social 

mechanism. Any improve-

ment of this mechanism 

eliminates certain modes 

of behavior and emo- 

tions.” Comfort isolates; 

on the other hand, it brings 

those enjoying it closer to 

mechanization.
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I l l u m i n a t i o n s :  E s s a y s  a n d  R e f l e c t i o n s

W A L T E R  B E N J A M I N

“ O n  S o m e  M o t i f s  i n  B a u d e l a i r e ”

Fear, revulsion, and horror were the emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in 
those who first observed it. For Poe it has something barbaric; discipline just barely 
manages to tame it. Later, James Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline with its 
wildness; he liked to put military groups in his carnival mobs, and both got along 
splendid- ly—as the prototype of totalitarian states, in which the police make com-
mon cause with the looters. Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms 
called “civilization,” has characterized one of the pertinent facts. “The inhabitant of 
the great urban centers,” he writes, “reverts to a state of savagery—that is, of isola-
tion. The feeling of being dependent on others, which used to be kept alive by need, is 
gradually blunted in the smooth functioning of the social mechanism. Any improve-
ment of this mechanism eliminates certain modes of behavior and emo- tions.” Com-
fort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those enjoying it closer to mechanization. Edited by Hannah Arendt

Preface by Leon Wieseltier

Translated by Harry Zohn

C O M P O S I T I O N  +  S P A C E

/ 5



Illuminations: Essays and Reflections

Walter Benjamin

“ O n  S o m e  M o t i f s  i n 
B a u d e l a i r e ”

Fear, revulsion, and horror were the emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in those who first observed it. 

For Poe it has something barbaric; discipline just barely manages to tame it. Later, James Ensor tirelessly con-

fronted its discipline with its wildness; he liked to put military groups in his carnival mobs, and both got along 

splendid- ly—as the prototype of totalitarian states, in which the police make common cause with the looters. 

Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms called “civilization,” has characterized one of the pertinent 

facts. “The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he writes, “reverts to a state of savagery—that is, of isola-

tion. The feeling of being dependent on others, which used to be kept alive by need, is gradually blunted in the 

smooth functioning of the social mechanism. Any improvement of this mechanism eliminates certain modes of 

behavior and emo- tions.” Comfort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those enjoying it closer to mechanization.

Edited by Hannah Arendt

Preface by Leon Wieseltier

Translated by Harry Zohn
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Fear, revulsion, and horror were the emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in those who first 

observed it. For Poe it has something barbaric; discipline just barely manages to tame it. Later, James 

Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline with its wildness; he liked to put military groups in his 

carnival mobs, and both got along splendid- ly—as the prototype of totalitarian states, in which the 

police make common cause with the looters. Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms 

called “civilization,” has characterized one of the pertinent facts. “The inhabitant of the great urban 

centers,” he writes, “reverts to a state of savagery—that is, of isolation. The feeling of being depen-

dent on others, which used to be kept alive by need, is gradually blunted in the smooth functioning of 

the social mechanism. Any improvement of this mechanism eliminates certain modes of behavior and 

emo- tions.” Comfort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those enjoying it closer to mechanization.

Edited by Hannah Arendt Translated by Harry ZohnPreface by Leon Wieseltier

“On Some Motifs  in  Baudelaire”I l luminat ions:  Essays and Reflect ions

W A L T E R  B E N J A M I N
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Fear, revulsion, and horror were the 
emotions which the big-city crowd 
aroused in those who first observed 
it. For Poe it has something barbar-
ic; discipline just barely manages 
to tame it. Later, James Ensor tire-
lessly confronted its discipline with 
its wildness; he liked to put military 
groups in his carnival mobs, and 
both got along splendid- ly—as 
the prototype of totalitarian states, 
in which the police make common 
cause with the looters. Valéry, who 
has a fine eye for the cluster of 
symptoms called “civilization,” has 
characterized one of the pertinent 
facts. “The inhabitant of the great 
urban centers,” he writes, “reverts 
to a state of savagery—that is, of 
isolation. The feeling of being de-
pendent on others, which used to 
be kept alive by need, is gradually 
blunted in the smooth functioning 
of the social mechanism. Any im-
provement of this mechanism elimi-
nates certain modes of behavior 
and emo- tions.” Comfort isolates; 
on the other hand, it brings those 
enjoying it closer to mechanization.

W A L T E R  B E N J A M I N

I l l u
m i n a t i o

n s :  E
s s a y s  a n d  R e f l e c t i o

n s

 “On Some M
otifs

 in Baudelaire
”

Edited by Hannah Arendt 
Preface by Leon Wieseltie

r 

Translated by Harry Zohn
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Fear, revulsion, and horror were the emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in those who first observed it. For Poe it has something barbaric; discipline just barely manages to tame it. Later, James Ensor tire-lessly confronted its discipline with its wildness; he liked to put military groups in his carnival mobs, and both got along splendid- ly—as the prototype of totalitarian states, in which the police make common cause with the looters. Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms called “civilization,” has characterized one of the pertinent facts. “The inhab-itant of the great urban centers,” he writes, “reverts to a state of savagerythat is, of isolation. The feeling of being dependent on others, which used to be kept alive by need, is gradually blunted in the smooth functioning of the social mechanism. Any improve-ment of this mechanism eliminates certain modes of behavior and emo- tions.” Comfort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those enjoying it closer to
 m e c h a n i z a t i o n .

ILLUMINATIONS:  Essays and Reflections 
“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”

Edited by Hannah Arendt
Preface by Leon Wieseltier
Translated by Harry Zohn
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Fear, revulsion, and horror were the emotions 
which the big-city crowd aroused in those who 
first observed it. For Poe it has something bar-
baric; discipline just barely manages to tame 
it. Later, James Ensor tirelessly confronted its 
discipline with its wildness; he liked to put mili-
tary groups in his carnival mobs, and both got
along splendid- ly—as the prototype of totali-

tarian states, in which the police make common 

cause with the looters. Valéry, who has a fine eye 

for the cluster of symptoms called “civilization,” 

has characterized one of the pertinent facts. 

“The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he 

writes, “reverts to a state of savagery—that is, of

isolation. The feeling of being dependent on 

others, which used to be kept alive by need, 

is gradually blunted in the smooth function-

ing of the social mechanism. Any improve-

ment of this mechanism eliminates certain 

modes of behavior and emo- tions.” Com-

fort isolates; on the other hand, it brings 

those enjoying it closer to mechanization.

ILLUMINATIONS: ESSAYS AND REFLECTIONS 

“ON SOME MOTIFS IN BAUDELAIRE”
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Fear, revulsion, and horror were the emotions which the big-city crowd aroused 
in those who first observed it. 

For Poe it has something barbaric; discipline just barely manages to tame it. 

Later, James Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline with its wildness; he liked to put 
military groups in his carnival mobs, and both got along splendid- ly—as the prototype of 
totalitarian states, in which the police make common cause with the looters. 

Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms called “civilization,” 
has characterized one of the pertinent facts. 

“The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he writes, “reverts to a state of sav-
agery—that is, of isolation. 

Comfort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those enjoying it closer to 
mechanization.

The feeling of being dependent on others, which used to be kept alive by 
need, is gradually blunted in the smooth functioning of the social mechanism. 

Any improvement of this mechanism eliminates certain modes of behavior 
and emotions.”

WALTER BENJAMIN

Translated by Harry Zohn

Preface by Leon Wieseltier

Edited by Hannah Arendt

“ O n  S o m e  M o t i f s  i n  B a u d e l a i r e ”

Illuminations: E s s a y s  a n d  R e f l e c t i o n s
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Fear, revulsion, and horror w
ere the 

em
otions w

hich the big-city crow
d aroused in those w

ho first observed it. 
For Poe it has som

ething 
barbaric; discipline just barely m

anages to tam
e it. 

Later, Jam
es Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline w

ith its w
ildness; he liked to put m

ilitary groups in his carnival m
obs, and both 

got along splendid- ly—
as the prototype of totalitarian states, in w

hich the police m
ake com

m
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ith the looters. 
Valéry, w

ho has a fine eye for the cluster of sym
ptom

s called “civilization,” 
has characterized one of the pertinent facts. 
“The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he w

rites, “reverts to a state of savagery—
that is, of 

isolation. 
The feeling of being dependent on others, w

hich used to be kept alive by need, is gradually blunted in the sm
ooth 

functioning of the social m
echanism

. 
A

ny im
provem

ent of this m
echanism

 elim
inates certain m

odes of behavior and em
o- tions.” C

om
fort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those 

enjoying it closer to m
echanization.

Translated by Harry Zohn

Preface by Leon Wieseltier

Edited by Hannah Arendt

“On  Some  Mot i f s  i n  Baude la i r e”

Illuminations: E s s a y s  a n d  R e f l e c t i o n s

WALTER BENJAMIN
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Translated by Harry Zohn

Preface by Leon Wieseltier

Edited by Hannah Arendt

“ O n  S o m e  M o t i f s  i n  B a u d e l a i r e ”

Illuminations: E s s a y s  a n d  R e f l e c t i o n s

WALTER BENJAMIN

Fear, revulsion, and horror were the emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in 
those who first observed it. 

For Poe it has something barbaric; discipline just barely manages to tame it. 
Later, James Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline with its wildness; he liked to put military 
groups in his carnival mobs, and both got along splendid- ly—as the prototype of totalitarian 
states, in which the police make common cause with the looters. 

Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms called “civilization,” has 
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Fear, revulsion, and horror were the 
emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in those who first observed it. 
For Poe it has something 
barbaric; discipline just barely manages to tame it. 
Later, James Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline with its wildness; he liked to put military groups in 
his carnival mobs, and both 
got along splendid- ly—
as the prototype of totalitarian states, in which the police make common cause with the looters. 
Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms called “civilization,” 
has characterized one of the pertinent facts. 
“The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he writes, “reverts to a state of savagery—that is, of 
isolation. 
The feeling of being dependent on others, which used to be kept alive by need, is gradually blunted in 
the smooth 
functioning of the social mechanism. 
Any improvement of this mechanism eliminates certain modes of behavior and emo- tions.” Comfort 
isolates; on the other hand, it brings those 
enjoying it closer to mechanization.
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Fear, revulsion, and horror were the 
emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in those who first observed it. 
For Poe it has something 
barbaric; discipline just barely manages to tame it. 
Later, James Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline with its wildness; he liked to put military groups in 
his carnival mobs, and both 
got along splendid- ly—
as the prototype of totalitarian states, in which the police make common cause with the looters. 
Valéry, who has a fine eye for the cluster of symptoms called “civilization,” 
has characterized one of the pertinent facts. 
“The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he writes, “reverts to a state of savagery—that is, of 
isolation. 
The feeling of being dependent on others, which used to be kept alive by need, is gradually blunted in 
the smooth 
functioning of the social mechanism. 
Any improvement of this mechanism eliminates certain modes of behavior and emo- tions.” Comfort 
isolates; on the other hand, it brings those 
enjoying it closer to mechanization.
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Illuminations: Essays and Reflections “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”Schocken 

Walter Benjamin was one of the most original cultural critics of the twentieth century. Illuminations includes his views on 
Kafka, with whom he felt a close personal affinity; 
his studies on Baudelaire and Proust; and his essays on Leskov and on Brecht’s Epic Theater. 
Also included are his penetrating study “The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction,” an enlightening discussion of translation as a literary mode, and Benjamin’s theses on the 
philosophy of history.
Hannah Arendt selected the essays for this volume and introduces them with a classic essay about Benjamin’s life in dark 
times. Also included is a new preface by Leon Wieseltier that explores 
Benjamin’s continued relevance for our times.

“One of the great, unclassifiable writers of the century.” Robert Moore, Chicago, IL
“Beautiful, dark prose” Goodreads, Brooklyn, NY
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otions w
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ho first observed it. For Poe it has 
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ething barbaric; discipline just barely m
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es Ensor tirelessly confronted its discipline w
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as the prototype of totalitarian 
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hich the police m
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on cause w

ith the looters. Valéry, w
ho has a fine eye for the cluster of sym
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“civilization,” has characterized one of the pertinent facts. “The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he w
rites, “reverts to 

a state of savagery—
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hich used to be kept alive by need, is 
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“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”

Fear, revulsion, and horror w
ere the em

otions w
hich the big-city crow

d aroused in those w
ho first observed it. 

For Poe it has som
ething barbaric; discipline just barely m

anages to tam
e it. Later, Jam

es Ensor tirelessly con-
fronted its discipline w

ith its w
ildness; he liked to put m

ilitary groups in his carnival m
obs, and both got along 

splendid- ly—
as the prototype of totalitarian states, in w

hich the police m
ake com

m
on cause w

ith the looters. 
Valéry, w

ho has a fine eye for the cluster of sym
ptom

s called “civilization,” has characterized one of the pertinent 
facts. “The inhabitant of the great urban centers,” he w

rites, “reverts to a state of savagery—
that is, of isola-

tion. The feeling of being dependent on others, w
hich used to be kept alive by need, is gradually blunted in the 

sm
ooth functioning of the social m

echanism
. A

ny im
provem

ent of this m
echanism

 elim
inates certain m

odes of 
behavior and em

o- tions.” C
om

fort isolates; on the other hand, it brings those enjoying it closer to m
echanization.

   W
alter Benjam

in

“Beautiful, dark prose” 
- G

oodreads, Brooklyn, N
Y

“O
ne of the great, unclassifiable w

riters of the century.”
- Robert M

oore, C
hicago, IL 

W
alter B

enjam
in w

as one of the m
ost original cultural critics of the tw

entieth century. 
Illum

inations includes his view
s on K

afka, w
ith w

hom
 he felt a close personal affinity; his 

studies on B
audelaire and Proust; and his essays on Leskov and on B

recht’s Epic Theater. 
A

lso included are his penetrating study “The W
ork of A

rt in the A
ge of M

echanical R
e-

production,” an enlightening discussion of translation as a literary m
ode, and B

enjam
in’s 

theses on the philosophy of history. H
annah A

rendt selected the essays for this volum
e and 

introduces them
 w

ith a classic essay about B
enjam

in’s life in dark tim
es. A

lso included is a 
new

 preface by Leon W
ieseltier that explores B

enjam
in’s continued relevance for our tim

es.
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