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Walter Benjamin Meets the Cosmics: A Forgotten Weimar Moment
Prologue


Perhaps at the outset it is worth pausing for a moment to take stock of the varied reception rhythms the Weimar moment has experienced. For in many respects – and perhaps unsurprisingly – Weimar reception history tells us more about ourselves than about Germany’s ill-fated, short-lived republic. The first reception wave, during the 1970s, had a notable left-wing slant. The protagonists were the Frankfurt School, Karl Korsch, Ernst Bloch, Bertholt Brecht, Bauhaus, and Neue Sachlichkeit, with groundbreaking books by Martin Jay, Susan Buck-Morss, and Eugene Lunn leading the way. Today, conversely, the problematic signaled by the title of Carl Schmitt’s pathbreaking 1922 study, Political Theology, has captured the imagination of a new generation of scholars. Moreover, surprisingly, it is the academic left that seems more eager to explore and assimilate Schmitt’s framework – his “total critique” of political liberalism – than the right. How can one account for this dramatic, generational volte-face? An initial explanation would have to address the failure of the 1960s generation’s radical political expectations. The oft-cited first sentence of Adorno’s Negative Dialectics is: “Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, lives on because the moment to realize it was missed.”
 Today, if one substituted “theology” for “philosophy,” one would go far toward solving the conundrum of why the “theological moment” has played such a prominent role in the Weimar Republic’s recent reception history. Since left-wing attempts to realize the “realm of freedom” have either miscarried or been nipped in the bud, we seemingly can no longer dispense with the consolations of theology. For theology tenders an indispensable promise of redemptory wholeness in recompense for the lacerations and misfortunes of this-worldly existence. 


That the Weimar moment continues to fascinate is hardly surprising. In stark contrast to its precursor, the Second Empire, Weimar stands out as an unsurpassed laboratory of cultural, philosophical, and political modernity. Its breathtaking innovations in so many spheres – architecture, painting, photography, philosophy, theology, theater, literature, and literary criticism – remain, in many respects, unrivaled touchstones. Remarkably, today Weimar retains the capacity to instruct us in what it means to be modern, in both the positive and negative senses of the term. For as an epoch, it captured the untrammeled freedom, the intoxicating dynamism, and the unflinching experimentalism that has become synonymous with cultural and political modernity; but it also displayed modernity’s acute uncertainties, risks, and dizzying formlessness – that is, all of the hazards and by-products of the rash transition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft. As such, the Weimar moment possesses an import that far transcends suspicions of German particularism. Just as in an age of globalization the lessons of modernity have become a universal rite of passage, the Weimar experience itself has acquired universal significance. One can readily foresee the day when conferences on the Weimar moment will take place in South America, China, and India. Nor would it be implausible to suggest that Rimbaud’s celebrated maxim “Il faut être absolument moderne,” articulated in the 1870s, was first realized in Weimar Germany. 

One marked indicator of Weimar’s resolute modernity can be gleaned by scrutinizing the trajectory of the German ideological right – figures such as Moeller van den Bruck, Hans Freyer, Ernst Jünger, and Carl Schmitt. For following the collapse of the Second Empire, discerning German political thinkers like Schmitt drew a series of prescient political conclusions. They understood that in politics, too, il faut être absolument moderne. They realized that, politically speaking, a point of no return had been reached; there could be no recourse to the traditionalism of the ancien regime. Instead, what was called for politically was a Flucht nach vorne: a bold rush into the political breach that had been exposed by the collapse of the central European monarchies. Weimar’s conservative revolutionaries maintained that the specter of left-wing revolution raised by the Bolsheviks and Spartacists demanded a proportionate response from the political right: a Revolution von Rechts to cite the title of Hans Freyer’s 1931 opus – although one can trace the idea itself back to Schmitt’s brilliant 1920 book on Dictatorship. Mussolini’s successful coup in Italy confirmed and consolidated the fascist worldview. The right, too, could succeed at the game of revolutionary dictatorship. Moreover, under conditions of political modernity, it was required to do so for the sake of its own survival. The right wagered that the myths of blood and the nation would triumph over the communist myth of a classless society. In the concluding paragraphs of Political Theology, Schmitt approvingly cites the nineteenth-century Spanish clerico-fascist Donoso Cortes as follows: 

The true significance of the counterrevolutionary philosophers of the state lies precisely in the consistency with which they decide. They heightened the moment of decision to such an extent that the notion of legitimacy . . . was finally dissolved. As soon as Donoso Cortes realized that the period of monarchy had come to an end . . . he brought his decisionism to its logical conclusion. He demanded a political dictatorship . . . This decisionism is essentially dictatorship, not legitimacy.” 

In Weimar cultural history, there are fascinating moments when les extrêmes politiques se touchent. One such moment concerns the overlap between the political thought of Walter Benjamin and Carl Schmitt, both of whom were obsessed by the “state of exception.” Both figures viewed the exception as being of higher existential, even theological import than the prosaic, rule-bound strictures of bourgeois parliamentarism. Another such instance concerns Benjamin’s momentous encounter with self-styled cosmic philosopher Ludwig Klages, on which my presentation will focus. 

* 
*
*
The standard account of Walter Benjamin’s intellectual itinerary identifies him unambiguously as an homme de gauche –  a man of the left. Such an interpretation was especially well-suited to the first-wave of Benjamin’s reception, at the hands of the German and American New Left, during the 1960s and 1970s. The left-wing interpretation canonized Benjamin the “strategist in the literary struggle”: the champion of Soviet cinema and proletarian authorship, the ideological ally of Brecht and the author of “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” –  deservedly, one of the most oft-cited essays in twentieth-century cultural theory. It was here that Benjamin, via his celebrated theory of the “decline of the aura,” presciently forecast high culture’s loss of authority at the hands of the new methods of technologically reproduced art. At the time he wagered that what art would lose in terms of prestige and refinement it would gain in democratic and communicative potentials. Moreover, Benjamin’s magnum opus on the Paris Arcades, the so-called Passagenwerk, on which he labored fitfully during the last thirteen years of his life, was of manifestly Marxist inspiration. By concentrating on the realm of appearance of commodity producing society during the era of high capitalism, he hoped to do for the superstructure what Marx and Engels had done for the economic base: to uncover the traces of a utopian classless society which lay dormant and distorted amid the phantasmagoria of an inchoate consumer society. We know that, biographically speaking, Benjamin’s “left turn” began in 1923: the year of the catastrophic German inflation when the Benjamin family fortune, like so many others, went to ruin. It was then that Benjamin joined the ranks of Weimar’s swelling army of proletarianized intellectuals. It was during this period that he read Georg Lukács’ Hegelian Marxist classic, History and Class Consciousness, and openly avowed his interest in what he called “radical communism.” 
 It was on this occasion, too, during a 1924 stay with Ernst Bloch on the island Capri, that he fell in love with the Latvian Bolshevik and Brecht associate, Asja Lacis – an encounter that added a profound libidinal reinforcement to Benjamin’s new political orientation. It seems that from this moment hence Benjamin’s political direction became more or less a fait accompli. 


The foregoing account, while correct in certain details, is myopic and misleading in its central thrust. For the left-wing optic on Benjamin’s oeuvre, while indispensable, ends up overlooking and misconstruing other theoretical influences and features that are in truth much more fundamental: influences and features that are the sine qua non for understanding his, at times, rarified approach to the practice of criticism, philosophy, and historical study. What if, brushing the conventional wisdom against the grain, the key to understanding Benjamin’s development lies not with his ties to the left but to the political right? What if instead the defining moment of his intellectual trajectory were a “dangerous encounter” from the year 1922 – specifically, a Berlin meeting with Stefan George associate and former leading light of the Munich-based Kosmischer Rund (Cosmic Circle), Ludwig Klages? Preliminary support for this view is contained in a suggestive remark from the colleague and friend who was perhaps most intimately familiar with Benjamin’s work, Gershom Scholem. In a late essay, Scholem astutely observes that Benjamin “was able to perceive the subterranean rumbling of revolution even in the case of authors whose worldview bore [markedly] reactionary traits; generally, he was keenly aware of what he called 'the strange interplay between reactionary theory and revolutionary practice’.” 
 In his seminal essay “Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Critique: The Actuality of Walter Benjamin,” Jürgen Habermas hazards a remarkably similar insight: "Benjamin, who uncovered the prehistoric world by way of Bachofen, knew [Alfred] Schuler, appreciated Klages, and corresponded with Carl Schmitt -- this Benjamin, as a Jewish intellectual in 1920s Berlin, could still not ignore where his (and our) enemies stood.”
 The question of whether Benjamin viewed the aforementioned figures – stalwarts of Weimar Germany’s conservative revolutionary ideology – as “enemies” or instead as fraternal spirits is open to interpretation. Be that as it  may, in the remarks just cited Habermas goes on to felicitously characterize Benjamin’s critical approach as a “conservative revolutionary hermeneutic.” Thereby he suggests that, methodologically, Benjamin was more interested in the idea of redeeming lost and threatened semantic potentials than he was in the Marxist idea of chronicling capitalism’s demise or unmasking “false consciousness.” Habermas’s remarks suggest the disconcerting fact that Benjamin’s ties to conservative revolutionary thinkers, far from constituting a temporary infatuation or an alliance of convenience, touched on enduring matters of substance. 

Who were the Cosmics? The Cosmics were a fin-de-siècle literary cenacle that inhabited Munich’s storied bohemian district, Schwabing. Their members included Klages, Stefan George, the talented poets Ludwig Derleth and Karl Wolfskehl, and Alfred Schuler, an autodidact and amateur scholar who introduced the group to the exotic pan-sexual theories of the all-but-forgotten Basel scholar Johann Jakob Bachofen. They referred to themselves as die Kosmiker – as well as “die Enormen”: the Colossals or Eminences –  in part because their fanciful speculations sought to overcome the anthropocentrism of the modern West and reestablish contact with mysterious, telluric, primeval forces that predated human life. Their solution to the problem of alienation – the forlornness and isolation of modern men and women – was to extinguish human individuation by submerging it in or fusing it with cosmic vastness: the Weltall. Like the George Kreis, the Cosmics were a confirmed Männerbund, a homoerotic society of men, although a partial exception was made for the colorful figure of Franziska zur Reventlow, who, in her memoir Herr Dames Aufzeichnungen (the very title plays on the theme of sexual ambivalence), satirized the Cosmics and their hangers-on.  Dubbed the Queen of Schwabing, Reventlow’s formidable charms were able for a time to deflect Klages and others from their otherwise steadfast masculinist proclivities and allegiances. 

The Cosmics were Zivilisationskritiker – critics of civilization. They employed a proto-Spenglerian idiom, in part adopted from Nietzsche, to demonstrate that the West was in a state of irremediable and permanent decline. They agreed with Nietzsche that the French Revolution had ushered in an age of equality that allowed mediocrity to prosper and had rendered excellence tenuous. As such, the most ethereal and sublime cultural values could flourish only on the social margins: the Montmartre district of Paris, where the impressionists and symbolists thrived, and in Munich’s Schwabing quarter, which, as we have seen, was home to the Cosmics. 
The Cosmics scorned literature as something prosaic and ordinary: a form of expression that had made its peace with the pedestrian values of bourgeois society. The novel, after all, was a genre that was serialized in contemporary mass-circulation dailies. At best, the novel was a step above journalism – part and parcel of the Literaturbetrieb or the literary business. French symbolism – the poésie pure of Mallarmé, Verlaine, and company – was the Cosmics’ most important literary influence. According to Cosmic doctrine, which here coincided with the aesthetic strictures of the George Kreis, poetry alone, or Dichtung, embodied certain fragile and rare Neoplatonic virtues. Only poetry harbored the capacity to channel and purvey immaterial and timeless truths about the nature of Eros, beauty, and realities of eternal Being. (Here, one of the chief ironies is that Plato of course held poetry in low esteem, going so far in Republic book III as to banish the poets from his ideal polis for trafficking in ignoble tales and myths.) During the 1890s, in addition to a number of self-published texts, one of the Cosmics’ main literary outlets was George’s Blätter für die Kunst. In a somewhat contradictory manner the Cosmics sought to combine the virtues of manliness or virility with the aforementioned symbolist aesthetic proclivities. In this respect, they were a quintessentially German, paradoxical grouping of manly aesthetes. In a witticism from the mid-1930s the philosopher Martin Heidegger, while hardly an aesthete, captured the mentality of these aristocratic literati, observing: “Truth is for the strong, never for the weak.” 
 
Unlike the symbolists, the Cosmics’ attribution of a salvific mission to poetry contained a marked ideological dimension. For it simultaneously functioned as polemical indictment of the philosophes’ “cult of Reason,” which, since the High Enlightenment, had spread steadily eastward. Of course, since the Romantic era Vernunftkritik or the “critique of reason” had been a staple of German Geistesgeschichte. One finds it in Schopenhauer’s contention, directed against Kant’s sober, “critical” approach to philosophizing, that ideation or human knowledge (Vorstellung) is little more than a veil of illusion. Thus, in Schopenhauer’s view, cognition, unlike the Will, subsists at an eternal remove from the essence of things. In this Counter-Enlightenment idiom, knowledge and reason are a priori consigned to futility. Similar insights subtend Nietzsche’s condemnation of “Socratism”: i.e., his view that modernity, by vaunting ratiocination and intellection at the expense of other faculties, has rendered itself effete, unheroic, and decadent. The Cosmics’ fin-de-siècle orientation had fully assimilated these influential precedents. They, too, viewed the understanding (der Verstand) as an impoverished spiritual idiom, suitable perhaps for the imperious goals of world-mastery but incapable of fathoming the deeper mysteries of Being. The Cosmics’ anti-intellectual disposition would receive consummate expression in Klages’ obscurantist chef d’oeuvre, Geist als Widersacher der Seele (The Intellect as the Antagonist of the Soul – 1929). As the title suggests, the Cosmics, in the spirit of vitalism, dogmatically staked their claim against the “intellect” and on behalf of the “soul” or “life.” 
Among the Cosmics perhaps the least known figure was the unclassifiable neurasthenic Alfred Schuler (1923). It was Schuler who rediscovered the work of the nearly forgotten nineteenth-century scholar Johann Jakob Bachofen. Bachofen’s short-lived academic career would overlap briefly with that of the esteemed historian Jacob Burckhardt at the University of Basel. His fanciful view of Roman antiquity would become central for the Cosmics – and, at a later point in time, also for Benjamin, who wrote enthusiastically about his work on several occasions. As a young scholar, Bachofen wrote a thesis on the funerary art of ancient Rome. Upon publication, it was deemed essentially valueless by his fellow classicists. As a result, he forfeited his teaching position but continued to labor as a Freigelehrt or private scholar. Bachofen’s most influential work was undoubtedly Mutterrecht (Matriarchy), in which he claimed to have discovered evidence of a primordial matriarchal society that was subsequently vanquished by a more advanced patriarchal civilization. In Bachofen’s view the entire history of civilization could be explained by the antagonism between feminine and masculine principles. Bachofen also believed that myths and symbols of the ancient world possessed a cognitive superiority vis-à-vis modern, formalized approaches to knowledge. In his view, ancient myths conveyed traces of a lost primordial unity: a world in which the nexus between knower and known had not been harshly sundered, as it would be under the regime of modern epistemology, and in which the relationship between humanity and nature remained intact. As Bachofen remarks: “There are two roads to knowledge: the longer, slower more arduous road of rational combination and the shorter path of the imagination . . . Aroused by direct contact with the ancient remains, the imagination grasps the truth at one stroke . . . The knowledge acquired in this second way is infinitely more alive and colorful than the products of the understanding [Verstand].”


Like any avant-garde cultural grouping, the Cosmics experienced their share of tensions and crises. One occurred in 1903 when George happened upon a prepossessing fourteen year-old lad from a well-to-do Munich family, Maximilian Kronberger. The Cosmics, under Bachofen’s influence, were prone to reenacting scenes from classical antiquity, and there could be no doubt that Maximin, as he was known, was Beauty Incarnate. In George’s view, he was the embodiment of the Platonic Form of Eros. Among the Cosmics the Greek conception of homoerotic love as a manifestly higher ideal than love of the opposite sex possessed the status of an irrefutable truth. George was hopelessly smitten and began following the unsuspecting fourteen year-old around the back alleys and boulevards of Munich for days. One expert on the George Kreis stalking techniques has described their procedure as follows: 

This was [the] favored technique George employed whenever he spied someone he found attractive. . . . Just before the war, he noticed a young boy on the streets of Berlin and dispatched some of his minions to gather information about him. They followed the unsuspecting lad around for weeks, sometimes for hours at a time, thereby surreptitiously discovering his name, where he lived, who his friends were, how he behaved and so on. George often accompanied them on these reconnaissance missions and together they watched the boy from afar.

It turned out that the precocious Maximin secretly wrote poetry. On one occasion he handed George a collection of his verse, commenting in his diary: “a new life has now begun.” Maximin soon became a regular presence at Cosmic gatherings and séances. In February 1903, the group held a raucous Fasching (Carnival) celebration in Wolfskehl’s spacious Schwabing apartment. Since the Cosmics were fond of reenacting the rituals and cult practices of classical antiquity, they seized on Fasching as the pretext to stage an elaborate costume ball. Each member of the cenacle adopted a different persona from classical antiquity: George was outfitted as Caesar, Wolfskehl as Dionysus; others attended in the guise of various gods, goddesses, and maenads. “Perhaps the most striking appearance was Schuler: attired in a long dark robe and wearing a black wig, beret, and heavily made–up face, he impersonated the Magna Mater”: the Great Earth Mother who during the second and third centuries A. D. enjoyed cult status in ancient Rome. Her worship included acts of sacrifice, castration, as well as orgiastic practices.
 A remarkable – and rather ridiculous – group photo of one Cosmic soiree has survived. Maximin is bedecked as a Roman page. George, as Dante, has his arm gently draped around the boy’s shoulder.

Schuler was deadly serious about these rituals and cult practices. He believed that by engaging in them one could reestablish direct contact with the life of Roman antiquity. (Of course, this era was also the high water mark of spiritism and the theosophy of Madame Blavatsky.) During the 1890s he conceived a half-baked scheme to cure the ailing Nietzsche by performing a sequence of exotic ritual dances in his presence. 
In spring 1904 the Cosmics’ Maximin infatuation came to a tragic end when the youth contracted meningitis while traveling and then died a few days after returning to his parental home in Munich. George was inconsolable. He claimed that things would never be the same –  and in many ways he was correct. He mourned the boy’s death for a solid year, during which he labored on a memorial volume, which appeared the following year. The book was suffused with religious imagery and themes. It was tantamount to an apotheosis of the dead youth. George viewed his presence on earth as equivalent to the Second Coming. 
Yet the episode that constituted an irreparable breach was spurred by Schuler’s growing anti-Semitism. Increasingly Schuler steeped himself in anti-Semitic lore and Indo-European mythology. It was Schuler in fact who had rediscovered the ancient Aryan symbol that, at a later point, would become National Socialism’s distinguishing icon: the Swastika. Already during the 1890s, it regularly appeared on the cover of Stefan George’s  Blätter für die Kunst. In fact, Schuler and Hitler shared a benefactor and publisher, the Munich-based Hugo Bruckmann. Speculation exists that it was through the mediation of Bruckmann that Hitler himself encountered, via Schuler’s writings, the infamous twisted cross for the fist time. 
Meanwhile, Wolfskehl, the “Jewish Cosmic,” had become increasingly attracted to the nascent Zionist movement. Along with the movement’s founder, Theodor Herzl, he had established a local chapter in Munich. As far as Schuler was concerned, this development was insupportable. It confirmed his fears of a Jewish world conspiracy, one that was heretically germinating in the Cosmics’ midst. Both Schuler and Klages disparaged Jews as “Molochites.” They believed that the Jewish spirit – its intellectualism, commercialism, cosmopolitanism, and metropolitanism – was responsible for the West’s precipitous decline: for the manifold failings of Zivilisation. At one point, the chronically paranoid Schuler insinuated that Klages himself was a Jew: Klages hailed from the northern German city of Hanover; Hanover had once been settled by the Phoenicians, among whom Jews resided; hence, Klages himself might be descended from Jews! But, ultimately, Schuler outgrew these suspicions. Nevertheless, Schuler and Wolfskehl were clearly on a collision course. 
Matters came to a head in 1904, as both Schuler and Klages – whose anti-Semitism was nearly as virulent as Schuler’s –  increasingly brought pressure to bear on George to break with Wolfskehl. When the poet demurred, Schuler took matters into his own hands. He sent a soldier to Wolfskehl’s apartment bearing a black sealed envelope containing a formal declaration of war. Under normal circumstances, one might dismiss Schuler’s melodramatic gesture as a theatrical ploy. Yet, only a few months earlier the Cosmics had commissioned a thug to rough up fellow poet Roderich Huch. Huch had been expelled from the Cosmics for allegedly revealing their inner rites and secrets. In revenge, he had published a satirical text in a local weekly purportedly “outing” Klages as a Jew. Hence, Wolfskehl took Schuler’s threats very seriously. For a period of two years, he never went out without carrying a loaded pistol. The upshot of the confrontation between Wolfskehl and Schuler was that the Cosmics unraveled as a group. 
Benjamin first encountered Klages in 1914. In a letter to his friend Ernst Schoen he speaks enthusiastically of the lecture program he helped plan in his capacity as a member of the Berlin-based Free Students Association, an arm of the German Youth Movement. At the time Benjamin was so enamored of Klages’ work that he paid him a visit in Munich, where he described Klages as “forthcoming and polite.”
  It was Benjamin who had personally invited Klages to speak before the Berlin student group, an invitation that the Munich-based graphologist and Lebensphilosoph accepted with alacrity. Given Klages’s peculiar brand of primordial vitalism, his relationship to the Jugendbewegung might be considered a case of preestablished harmony. In 1913 the youth movement celebrated its centenary. In October a fabled gathering of various Youth Movement currents took place at Hohe Meissner, near Kassel. Benjamin attended, along with several friends. In a volume commemorating the Hohe Meissner summit, Klages contributed a portentous essay, “Mensch und Erde” (Man and Earth), which, in retrospect, stands as the germ of his nearly unreadable masterwork, Geist als Widersacher der Seele. As the following excerpt indicates, with all its bombast and exaggeration, Klages’ essay represents an uncanny anticipation of contemporary Deep Ecology. As Klages observes: 
An incomparable orgy of devastation has seized hold of humanity. “Civilization” exhibits the traits of a limitless bloodthirstiness. The earth’s fullness withers from civilization’s poisonous spread . . . We are not deceived when we suspect “progress” as being a carrier of an empty will to power, and we see its methods concealed in the insanity of sheer destruction. Under the pretext of “utility,” “economic development,” and “culture,” progress enacts the annihilation of life. This occurs in all of its manifestations. Progress levels forests, eradicates animal species, eliminates primitive peoples. Under the cover of industriousness, it unmakes landscapes, and reduces everything that remains to a mere commodity – livestock destined for slaughter . . . .  The entire expanse of technology as well as the vast domain of modern science stands in its service .  . 
Benjamin’s relationship to the Youth Movement was colored with ambivalence. On the one hand, he believed fervently in its central goal of establishing youth’s independence vis-à-vis the stifling authoritarianism of Wilhelmine Germany. By the same token, given his lofty cultural predispositions, he remained mistrustful of the movement’s baser, anti-intellectual side, which predominated among the various Wandervogel currents. In essence, Benjamin scorned those Youth Movement tendencies that bore affinities with Germany’s kitschy, “Blubo,”  blood and soil, ethos. The mountain hikes, the campfire songs, the reverence for the German forest, the veneration of Teutonic mythology, the drinking fraternities and dueling societies – these were the aspects of the movement he thoroughly rejected. In his view, if the Youth Movement were to live up to its true potential, it would have to concern itself with realizing higher spiritual ideals – ideals inherited from the era of German idealism. In retrospect, one cannot help but suspect that his expectations were inflated and unrealistic. 

In his writings of behalf of the School Reform movement (a Youth Movement branch associated with the teachings of Benjamin’s mentor, Gustav Wyneken) Benjamin excoriates what he refers to as the lure of “false Romanticism”: the crass, watered-down version of the great German literary movement dispensed in secondary schools; the approach to literature that makes for a polite, semi-elevated topic of conversation at bourgeois family gatherings.
 Time and again, his essays from this period summon German youth to shun the temptations of cultural philistinism and to realize instead the more exalted ideals of spiritual nobility. “We are growing beyond the bounds of our present time. Not merely because we think sub specie aeternitatis, but because by being educated we both think and act subs specie aeternitatis. What we want is .  . the nurturing of the natural upward development of humanity: Culture.”
 During this phase, the virtues of religiosity were a constant leitmotif, less as an appeal for orthodox religious observance than as a path to higher spiritual truths. This sentiment was at the fore in his essay on “The Religious Position of Modern Youth.” There, Benjamin contended that German youth alone, owing to its openness and lack of cynicism, held the key to a more general spiritual reawakening. For Benjamin, religion acted as a lodestar to ensure that the Youth Movement would avoid the lures of social conformity and remain focused instead on what the philosophy of German romanticism referred to as the “Absolute.” It was in this spirit that, in an essay on “Moral Instruction” he censured educational reformers who maintained, in a secularizing spirit, that morality and religion must be strictly separated. Instead, alluding to the philosophy of the Marburg neo-Kantian Hermann Cohen, Benjamin argues emphatically for what he calls a “Religion of Pure Will.”
 (During his later years, Cohen had written a book on The Ethics of Pure Will.) One might say that Benjamin, following Kierkegaard and in opposition to Cohen, sought favored a “teleological suspension of the ethical.” If in his work such remarks remain frustratingly vague and allusive, this situation is in part the result of a theological paradox: the fallen language of human cognition remains incapable of grasping the Absolute via the prosaic methods of secular knowledge. We can know or grasp it only via indirection. 
*
*
*

Benjamin’s interest in theology, which he never entirely abandoned, was consistently heterodox, even mystagogic, as is suggested by his fascination with Kabbalistic doctrines of temporality and redemptive Messianism. In the early 1930s he avowed characteristically: “My thought is related to theology as a blotter is to ink. It is totally absorbed by it.”
 Here his point of reference was manifestly neither the Talmud nor Thomas Aquinas. It is a veiled allusion to the nonconformist and heretical elements of Kabbalistic lore. 
Suffice it to say that, during the Weimar era, Benjamin was anything but a Vernunftrepublikaner. It was this inclination toward ecclesiastically unsanctioned, unorthodox spiritual pursuits that pushed him in the direction of Klages and Schuler. It would be no exaggeration to say that for most of the 1920s his spiritual affinities with the conservative revolutionary right were significantly greater than they were with the major figures on the political left. (On the left, too, he was attracted toward nonconformists like Lukacs, Ernst Bloch, and Georges Sorel. The situation would only change following his winter 1927 visit to Moscow.) Whereas the left, following Marx and the Enlightenment, placed its trust in “historical progress,” Benjamin, in a Counter-Enlightenment spirit, in no uncertain terms equated “progress” with “catastrophe” (an association that, among the European intelligentsia, gained great currency following World War I). His dual focus on “experience” and on what he liked to call “anthropological nihilism” was derived almost exclusively from sources on the ideological and political right. In his view, the conservative revolutionaries, to their credit, had done a consummate job of unmasking the epistemological, cultural, and political deficiencies of the bourgeois worldview – in contrast to the mainstream left which, with its legalism and parliamentarism, continued to identify with it. But the question remains: could the doctrines of Klages, Schuler, C. G. Jung, Carl Schmitt, and Nietzsche be genuinely “refunctioned,” as Benjamin hoped, in order to serve as theoretical leverage for a wayward European left? Certainly, as the 1930s advanced, and the reactionary political consequences of their often bombastic ideological yearnings became undeniably clear, Benjamin’s bold intellectual wager became increasingly dubious.
*
*
*

The topic of Klages’ talk for the Berlin Free Student Association was “The Duality of the Personality and the Essential Differences between Mind and Spirit.” Six years later, in 1922, Benjamin again wrote to the former Cosmic “Eminence” to express his admiration for a recently published article, “Vom Traumbewusstsein” (“Of Dream Consciousness”), an essay that Benjamin praised emphatically as having opened up “extraordinary . . . long yearned-for perspectives.” 
 Two years later, Klages published a major speculative work, Vom Kosmogonischen Eros (Cosmogonic Eros), that also left a deep impression on the young philosopher and critic. Benjamin seized the occasion to write Klages a fulsome missive affirming that he viewed the more established scholar as a kindred spirit. Benjamin’s praise for Klages’ text was effusive and unreserved: “Allow me to express to you by virtue of these lines what a joy and what a confirmation of a [common] ideational course [Gedankengänge] I have come away with [upon reading] your work on Cosmogonic Eros.”
 Benjamin’s personal manner was notoriously polite and deferential. That being said, by any standard his enthusiasm for Klages’ doctrines seems to have been genuine, profound, and enduring. Further testimony to that effect may be gleaned from a 1925 letter Benjamin wrote to his most esteemed intellectual confidante, Gershom Scholem, following the publication of C. A. Bernoulli’s work on J. J. Bachofen und das Natursymbol –  a book that Benjamin reviewed favorably for the Literarische Welt. In the letter, Benjamin, refusing to mince words, declares that “a confrontation with Bachofen and Klages is unavoidable.” He goes on to remark, very likely for Scholem’s benefit (Benjamin’s boyhood friend had emigrated to Jerusalem two years earlier), that such a confrontation can only be conducted from the standpoint of Jewish theology –  which, Benjamin observes appositely, the anti-Semitic Cosmics viewed as the “archenemy.” 
 (For the moment I will refrain from speculating about the precise theoretical form this “confrontation” between Bachofen and Klages’ doctrines and Jewish theology might take.)

Following Bachofen and Hesiod, Cosmogonic Eros posits an original condition of chaos that is followed by the birth of the universe, or, as Klages describes it, the World-All. The cosmic energy that is released in this process gives rise to a store of sacral, primordial images (Bilder). Modern humanity, to its detriment, subsists spatially and temporally at a fateful remove from this substantive and rich, prehistoric image-store. The more intellectualized and sophisticated civilization becomes, the more it loses touch with this original condition of undivided cosmological plentitude. Romantic love – love among discrete, modern individuals – is a pale and inferior offshoot of the vast expanse of erotic energy that pulsated throughout the cosmos during prehistory. For Klages, this Eros bears the seeds of a hallowed and originary Oneness. Remnants of this condition may be found in the customs, symbols, and rituals of certain premodern peoples, who, according to Klages, remained in greater proximity to the tellurian origins of Being. This accounts for Bachofen’s and Klages’ profound interest in the so-called Pelasgian era: a matriarchal condition that purportedly predated ancient Greece’s settlement by Hellenic tribes. It also explains Bachofen’s enduring fascination with ancient mortuary symbols, which he viewed as tangible, physical emanations of this primordial chthonic state.. 
Yet, as the anthropologist Georg Boas points out in his Preface to the English translation of Mutterrecht, today (1966) Bachofen’s theory of matriarchy is well-nigh “universally discredited.”
 Benjamin viewed matters differently. He complimented Bachofen unreservedly for the “unmatched equilibrium of [his] oeuvre.” 

Traces of this original, cosmic unity may also be found in the Renaissance view of nature as a web of living, interconnected resemblances – a connectedness that extends to relations between organic and inorganic life, and that leads to an understanding of nature as a fraternal spirit: hence, as ensouled. The Lebensphilosophie embraced by Klages might thus be described as a cosmogonic Lebensphilosophie. For its point of departure was not merely human life but the lost totality of primordial Being. For Klages, following Bachofen’s lead, to recapture lost time meant to approximate as nearly as possible this antediluvian condition of pristine oneness in which individuality and subjectivity are orgiastically extinguished in an undivided stream of primeval-Erotic energy flows. As Klages explains: 
Eros is elemental or cosmic insofar as the individual being in its grasp experiences itself as pulsated or convulsed by an electric current analogous to a [vast] magnetic charge . . . [This stream] transforms all events that separate bodies . . . into the omnipresent element of an embracing and encompassing ocean . . . It is called cosmogonic insofar as it embodies a condition of overflowing fullness . . . Very different from mere feeling, it is at the same time the ceaseless revelation of that which surges forth from the inner-most depths of the soul. 

According to Klages, Schopenhauer’s claim that we must abstract from the realm of appearance to reach the Idea of things must be reversed. In comparison with the fecundity of images – and the richness of Urbilder or Ur-images in particular – conceptual knowledge remains semantically and psychically impoverished. As Klages points out: from my balcony window I can regard the forest a hundred times and still only perceive its indigent thing-character –  the status attributed to it by botanists and logging companies. But in one unique moment, as the forest radiates unexpectedly in the glow of the evening sun, I am able to escape from the prison of my own ego. In its place my soul perceives suddenly what I have never seen before: the Urbild (Ur-Image) of the forest.
 For Klages, the experience of Urbilder always entails a primordial or epic encounter between cosmos and soul. In order to further illustrate his conception, Klages cites an Eichendorff sonnet in which the image of the deceased has been transposed to the nimbus of a shining star that, as the poet recounts, “Points the way home with the stillness of its gaze.” As Klages comments appositely: “Rapture, melancholy, the poet’s evening sadness transforms the figure of the beloved, propelling it to the distant reaches of cosmic depths. Via the image, they allow us to view what daytime consciousness can never perceive: the dormant or erupting, proximate or distant, tearful or joyous soul of the world..”


Benjamin’s 1926 review of Bernoulli’s book on Bachofen und das Natursymbol is noteworthy insofar as very little is said about the book under review. Instead, Benjamin brazenly exploits the occasion as a pretext to highlight his affinities with and his admiration for Klages, who a year earlier had written an Introduction to the republication of Bachofen’s Versuch über die Gräbersymbolik der Alten and had thereby established himself as a pivotal figure in the Weimar ear Bachofen renaissance.
 Moreover, Bachofen und das Natursymbol was dedicated to Klages. In the review Benjamin goes out of his way to praise the author of Cosmogonic Eros as “a great philosopher” – a characterization he held in reserve only for a select few thinkers. Then, instead of treating Bernoulli’s study, which he alludes to cursorily in conclusion, he launches into a sympathetic and impassioned account of the main themes of Klages’ speculative and provocative 1922 work. As Benjamin explains: in his investigations Klages seeks to renew contact with the actualities (Wirklichkeiten) of natural mythology that, for millennia, have been extruded from human consciousness. Among these actualities are “images” (Bilder), “by virtue of which a deeper, ecstatically constituted world penetrates the world of mechanical sensibility using mankind as a medium. Images are souls, either of things or of persons; souls from the distant past that form a world, analogous to the dream consciousness of contemporary man, in which primitive consciousness receives image-traces.” 
 The primary virtue of Bernoulli’s work, Benjamin continues, is the dialogue it establishes with Klages and his emphatic rejection of the contemporary “technical and mechanized state of the world.” 

[To the Planetarium]


One indication of how central Bachofen’s and Klages’ approach to historico-philosophical issues – that is, questions bearing on the philosophy of history – remained for Benjamin is the fact that he returned to their theories with some urgency during the mid-1930s. At this juncture, the political context of their reception had become fraught. One could no longer plausibly deny that the link between the reactionary and irrationalist proclivities of their thought and the current political situation – i.e., the rise of fascism. Already in 1922, in his Naples speech just prior to the March on Rome, Mussolini, describing fascism’s mass appeal, declared: “We have created a myth, this myth is a belief, a noble enthusiasm, it does not need to be reality, it is a striving and a hope, belief and courage.”
 Mussolini counterposed fascist myth to the degraded and inferior worldview of nineteenth-century rationalism, which withheld from the masses that which they craved above all: an irrefutable credo, unquestioned belief. Benjamin, who was living in exile, took full cognizance of this situation as he returned to the study of Bachofen and Klages’ work. In his 1935 Bachofen essay, he noted the use to which the Swiss classicist’s work had been put  by the philosopher and Nazi ideologue Alfred Bäumler, who had recently penned the introduction to Bachofen’s book Der Mythus von Orient und Occident.
 Klages, for his part, had recently published his unwieldy, three volume study on The Intellect as the Antagonist of the Soul, whose anti-Semitic resonances – the rise of the intellect was clearly associated with the rise of monotheism and, in the modern era, the predominance of world Jewry –  and ceaseless polemics against the nefarious influences of “Juda” left little to the imagination. In his texts there could be no doubt that the wasteland of contemporary civilization was predominantly attributable to Jewish influences. It is perhaps little consolation to note that he held Christianity, which, following Nietzsche, he viewed as infected by Semitic mores, in scarcely higher esteem. 

Nevertheless, Benjamin felt it was his duty to recover the “other” Bachofen, the one who could be made serviceable for the ends of the political left. But did such a Bachofen really exist? Or was he merely a figure of Benjamin’s overheated, Messianic imagination? Benjamin saw tenuous support for these efforts in various asides in the extended Marxist corpus. He points out that Marx’s son-in-law, Paul Lafargue, had written an essay on matriarchy that seemed to arrive at conclusions remarkably similar to Bachofen’s.
 More substantive confirmation derived from Engels, who glossed Bachofen’s theories in The Origins of the Family and Private Property. Here, however, the only problem is that Engels’ invocation of Bachofen, by Benjamin’s own admission, was far from unreservedly positive. Instead, Engels highlights the mystification involved in the Swiss scholar’s attempt to explain major historical transformations, such as the transition from matriarchal to patriarchal society, via recourse to religious conceptions as opposed to the material conditions that govern our lives. 


These literary and historical instances, then, seemed to fall short of offering Benjamin the precedents he was seeking in order to make Bachofen’s oeuvre serviceable for left-wing ends. Be that as it may, for his part, Benjamin was hardly shy in specifying the dimension of Bachofen’s work he viewed as especially suitable for such purposes. That aspect concerned Bachofen’s depiction of the interrelationship between matriarchy, prehistory, and classless society. Bachofen’s radical archaeological breakthrough, one that, according to Benjamin, remained fertile soil for exploration by Marxists, concerned the correlation between prehistory and communist society. In Benjamin’s view Bachofen’s great breakthrough was to have identified the integral relationship between communism and mother right. Bachofen held – or at least Benjamin so interpreted him – that primitive communism was the political corollary of matriarchy. Thus, gynecocracy and communism went hand in hand. As Benjamin phrases it: Bachofen had unearthed the “undisputed fact that some matriarchal communities developed a democratic order and ideas of civic equality to a very high degree.” 
 


In the Bachofen essay, Klages’ work naturally comes in for consideration. According to Benjamin, with Klages, Bachofen’s doctrines emerge from the academic  sphere to claim their rightful niche in contemporary philosophical discussion. Benjamin admits that he views the conceptual opposition between “intellect” and “soul” that structures Klages’ system as a dead end. It pointlessly chides humanity for the road not taken and, like Spengler, “loses itself in a menacing prophecy” of decline. Nevertheless, he praises Klages’ philosophy effusively for “the subtlety of its analyses, the depth of its insights, and the level of its discourse.” 
Benjamin’s own historico-philosophical views maintained that humanity’s consummation or perfection could not be attained immanently – that is, by appealing solely to the secular forces of history, as the majority of progressive, nineteenth-century socialist thinkers had done. Instead, as a result of his reading of Klages, he was convinced that the redemption of mankind was an eschatological affair for which cosmological considerations were absolutely central. 
Benjamin, who shared Klages’ enmity toward the horrors of modern industrialism, viewed Bachofen’s speculations concerning matriarchy’s structural egalitarianism as infinitely valuable: a potential remedy for and antidote to the injustices of class society. The challenge, however, would be to discover how one could actualize these potentials amid the forlorn and desolate landscape of modern technological civilization, which seemed to subsist at an unbridgeable temporal and spatial remove from Bachofen’s conjectural matriarchal Eden. It is at this point that Klages’ doctrine of archaic images became urgently relevant. For if it could be demonstrated that traces of these images remained preserved in the historical present, then the prehistoric utopia would be ours for the taking. 

It was in the Arcades Project, the unfinished masterpiece on which he labored desultorily during the last thirteen years of his life, that Benjamin sought to resolve the Bachofian-Klagean problem of how the semantic remnants of a purported archaic classless society could be actualized in the historical present. On the one hand, this dimension of the Arcades, while methodologically pivotal, represents one of its more fanciful and problematic aspects. When Benjamin floated his ideas with Horkheimer and Adorno, his colleagues at the New York-based Institut für Sozialforschung they were not especially well received. On the other hand, Benjamin never tried to conceal the theoretical centrality of this Klagean dimension. Instead, he develops his intentions at some length in the so-called Arcades Exposé of 1935, his most extensive elaboration of the project’s methodological plan. In light of this fact, it is somewhat remarkable that in the voluminous secondary literature on Benjamin and the Arcades, almost no attention has been paid Klages’ influence, which is crucial in so many ways. One reason for this fact may be that Klages’ centrality threatens to upend so much of the received wisdom about Benjamin’s intellectual and political leanings. 

The crucial passage is found in the opening section of the “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” also known as the Arcades Exposé. It is here that Benjamin unambiguously expounds his methodological intentions for the Arcades Project in general. He begins by citing an aphorism from Jules Michelet, “Each epoch dreams the one that follows.” Thereby, Benjamin foregrounds the relationship between past and present, invoking the past as a surreal, dream-like, mythological anticipation of the future. Invoking both the Surrealists and Freud, Benjamin implies that dreams tell us more about reality, and especially about the future, than reality itself. But here he also alludes to his friend Ernst Bloch’s notion of “dreaming toward the future.” In Bloch’s view, dreams are a form of non-objective, “anticipatory consciousness.” It would not be much of an exaggeration to suggest that, for Benjamin, like the Surrealists, dreams possess a distinctly higher cognitive value than the epistemology developed in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. They break with the reign of current reality-principle in order to provide intimations of utopia that are tactfully concealed within the historical present. For similar reasons, when Benjamin cites Marx, it is rarely the author of Capital, but the Marx who, in 1843, wrote to fellow young Hegelian Arnold Ruge that, “The world has long been dreaming of something that it can possess in reality only if it becomes conscious of it.” Here is how Benjamin sought to fuse together the concepts of wish-image, dream, collective unconscious, and classless society in the 1935 Arcades Exposé: 
Corresponding to the form of the new means of production . . . are images [Bilder] in the collective consciousness in which the new is permeated with the old. These images [Bilder] are wish images [Wunsch-Bilder]; in them the collective seeks both to overcome and to transfigure the immaturity of the social product and the inadequacies in the social organization of production. . . . These tendencies deflect the image-fantasy (which is given impetus by the new) back upon the archaic past. In the dream in which each epoch entertains images of its successor, the latter appears wedded to elements of archaic history [Urgeschichte] – that is, to elements of a classless society. And the experiences of such a society – as stored in the collective unconscious – engender, through interpenetration with what is new, the utopia that has left its trace in a thousand configurations of life, from enduring edifices to passing fashions.

The methodological cornerstone of the Arcades Project hinges on a theory of images or Bilder that is of specifically Klagean provenance. In Benjamin’s view, wish-images of utopia or a classless society have been deposited in humanity’s collective unconscious. Such images derive from the archaic past or prehistory – an allusion to the Pelasgian era of matriarchal egalitarianism outlined by Bachofen and celebrated by Klages. Under conditions of high capitalism, the old and new commingle, as the archaic images from prehistory press to the fore in an attempt to surmount the deficiencies and contradictions of  industrial capitalism, whose immense potential for abundance remains distorted by the private ownership of the means of production – which, paradoxically, leads to greater impoverishment. In Benjamin’s view, these Klagean wish images are irrepressible. Emanating from the collective unconscious (Jung), they leave their traces in “a thousand configurations of life”: the iron constructions, dageurreotypes, bourgeois interiors, grand boulevards, and barricades, which signify the  phantasmagoria of high capitalism and in the Arcades Project are the objects of Benjamin’s quasi-Marxian redemptive hermeneutics. Suffice it to say, that in Benjamin’s eyes, Fourier, who speculated that under socialism rivers and lakes would pulsate with lemonade, public fountains would overflow with salmon, wells would yield champagne rather than ground water, men would learn to fly, and wild beasts would do our hunting for us, was a better socialist than Marx. For Benjamin, like Fourier, communism was not primarily a question of greater economic rationality, as in the Second International’s summons to socialize the means of production, but entailed the total utopian transfiguration of humankind. For such tasks, Klages’ ideas and doctrines were vastly more serviceable than those of the later Engels. 
Marx once observed that humanity only sets itself tasks that it can solve. Benjamin believed that its most valuable potentials first appeared encoded in dream form. In this respect he followed the lead of both Klages, the author of “Vom Traumbewusstein” (which he greatly admired), and the Surrealists. In Cosmogonic Eros, Klages contends that archaic images and dream life represent structurally parallel phenomena.
 Needless to say, these two proponents of dream-theory – Klages and the Surrealists – admittedly operated from different poles of the political spectrum. The emphasis on archaic images and dreams gave Benjamin free rein to speculate about a utopian resolution of humanity’s future that the sober and constricting epistemological parameters of orthodox Marxism had consistently tabooed. Following Benjamin, one might say that the arcades and their related manifestations were humanity’s attempt to rid itself of the injustices of class society by “dreaming toward the future.”  The promise of socialism lay encrypted in archaic images stored in humanity’s collective unconscious (das Unbewusste des Kollektiven). If the wish-images of nineteenth-century life represented a type of collective dream, as Benjamin frequently claimed, then his Arcades Project was a type of monumental Traumdeutung. 
In Konvolut K of the Arcades Project, “Dream City and Dream House, Dreams of the Future, Anthropological Nihilism, Jung,” Benjamin seeks to illustrate the relationship between archaic images, dream consciousness, and the advent of a classless society. He claims that just as a sleeper’s physical sensations and bodily dispositions – “blood pressure, intestinal churn, heartbeat, and muscle sensation” – affect the contents of her dream imagery, the same is true “for the dreaming collective, which, through the arcades, communes with its own insides.” “We must follow in its wake,” he continues, “so as to expound the nineteenth century – in fashion and advertising, in buildings and politics – as the outcome of its dream visions.” 
 In Benjamin’s view, the nineteenth century was the site of a monumental confrontation between nature and technology. This confrontation produced a “new configuration of nature” that in turn unleashed archaic images in a fresh and propitious historical setting. In the same context, Benjamin approvingly cites C. J. Jung’s contention that “’the collective unconscious is  . . . a deposit of world-processes embedded in the structure of the brain and the sympathetic nervous system; it constitutes . . . a sort of timeless and eternal world-image which counterbalances our conscious, momentary picture of the world.’” 
 In his view Jung’s account of the relationship between prehistory (“world processes”) and human physiology dovetailed with Klages’ theory of the “reality of images” (die Wirklichkeit der Bilder.) For Jung’s theory explained the relationship between collective and individual elements, as well as the psychological process via which such images are transmitted. 
Suffice it to say that Benjamin’s Frankfurt School colleagues remained extremely skeptical about the methodological centrality of Klages and Jung in relationship to the Arcades Project. As we have seen, their ideas are prominently on display in the Arcades Exposé’s very first section, “Fourier, or the Arcades.” Already in 1934, as Benjamin was at work on his Bachofen essay, Adorno expressed his reservations concerning his friend’s uncritical reliance on Klages. He sought to contrast Klages’ antiquarian conception of archaic images to the more historically sound and less purely psychological notion of dialectical images – a figure that Benjamin himself had successfully employed in his 1928 assemblage of short prose pieces, One-Way Street. 
 In a long letter of August 1935 analyzing the Arcades Exposé, Adorno reiterated these criticisms. By following Klages’ static, undialectical theory of archaic images, Benjamin naively treated prehistory (Urgeschichte) as a “Golden Age.” Yet in Adorno’s view prehistory, instead providing material suitable for emulation, was a living “hell.” There life was preponderantly Hobbesian: impoverished, brutal, and uncultured. The return of archaic elements in the nineteenth century – e.g., the rein of commodity fetishism as modern myths –  signified the advent of unending catastrophe rather than utopia.
 By the same token, Adorno’s enthusiasm for a critical essay on Jung and Klages was so keen that, during 1936 and1937, he wrote to Horkheimer no fewer than six times urging him to commission such a study.
 However, his appeals fell on deaf ears. 
For his part, Benjamin was convinced that a methodological confrontation with the Klages’ doctrines was essential for the success of the Arcades Project, a claim he reaffirmed on several occasions. Matters came to a head in 1937, when, following a visit from Friedrich Pollock, acting as Horkheimer’s official emissary, it became clear that the Institute for Social Research was uninterested in an independent essay on Jung and Klages. Instead, Benjamin turned his attention, at Horkheimer’s urging, to a materialist study of Baudelaire that would become “Paris of the Second Empire in the Work of Baudelaire.” By the late 1930s, Jung, from his perch in Switzerland, had already revealed his pro-Nazi sympathies. And for anyone who could decipher the Zeigeist, the reactionary character of Klages’ antithesis between “intellect” and “soul” was not hard to discern. A few years later, Klages would publish an anthology of his own early literary fragments, Rhythmen und Runen, which was suffused with harsh and distasteful anti-Semitic pronouncements. It was clear that, as the drumbeat of impending war echoed, the solidly anti-fascist Institute for Social Research felt it could not take a gamble on Benjamin’s politically ambiguous fascination with leading intellectuals on the German right, whose unsavory political allegiances had, at this point, become an open secret. 
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