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WALTER BENJAMIN AND THE URBAN LABYRINTH

H ein z  P aetzold

T h e m ain  p u rp o se  o f my essay is to discuss the relevance and  fru idulness o f 
the descrip tion o f cityscape as labyrinth. W ithin his city-centred cultural theory, 
W alter B enjam in, gave a new und erstan d in g  to this pow erful im age which 
em erg ed  in  an c ien t M inoan cu ltu re and  anc ien t Greek mythology, and  which 
fo u n d  a w idespread  re tu rn  d u rin g  the seventeenth  century. Today, m any 
theore tic ians, w riters, artists, designers, com posers and  architects are  still 
insp ired  by the co n cep t o f the labyrinth. I can n o t give a full accoun t o f this 
m ulti-faceted, puzzling history; Gustav René Hocke (1963), Karl Kerenyi (1950) 
an d  H e lm u t Kern (1999), am ong  others, were b etter p re p a re d  for do ing  so 
th an  I. However, from  the  co n cep t o f the labyrinth, B enjam in m ade one  o f 
th e  c lues fo r u n d e r s ta n d in g  g en u in e ly  m o d ern  u rb an  ex p e rien ces: to 
ex p e rien ce  u rb an  ‘lan d scap e’ as labyrinth. W hat were his motives? I will be 
a rgu ing  that, w ithin B en jam in’s cultural theory, the concep t o f  the labyrinth 
is closely re la ted  to a truely u rb an  cultural figure who em erged in 19"' century: 
the flâneur.

A lthough  a m ajor p a r t o f  my essay focuses on Benjam in, I am speaking 
for o u r tim es as well. C an we give a new m eaning to the two afore-m entioned 
crucial no tions in B en jam in’s thought, or do they rem ain w ithin the historical 
text? B ut le t m e beg in  by rem in d in g  the read er o f som e central features o f 
ph ilosoph ical reflections on  landscape, before shifting from  landscape to 
cityscape.

I

I take as my s tartin g  p o in t the assum ption that b o th  landscape an d  
cityscape have to be concep tualized  n o t as pu re  givens, in  the sense o f natu ral 
p h en o m en a , b u t ra th e r  as cu ltu ra l phenom ena. T here is always an em bodied  
subjectivity involved as th e ir cond ition  of possibility. Theorizers o f landscape,
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ranging  from  Francesco Petrarch to A lexander von H um b o ld t, Carl Gustav 
Carus and  G eorg Simmel, share the conviction th a t landscape is an  em inen tly  
m o d ern  p h en o m en o n  which presupposes an  individualized an d  frag m en ted  
subjectivity. Landscape exists only to the ex ten t th a t th e re  is a subjectivity 
experiencing  and constituting it. A natu ra l env iro n m en t becom es a landscape 
only in  so far as it is viewed and looked at. It is n o t p ro d u c ed  by the  spatially 
and  tem porally unm oving subjectivity, b u t by the m oving body. L andscape is 
constitu ted  by a culturally shaped subjectivity.

O ne consequence o f this is th a t m aking a landscape o u t o f a n a tu ra l 
en v iro n m en t is u n d erp in n ed  by culturally p ro d u ced  im agery -  by pain tings, 
fo r instance. We may experience the countryside from  the  perspective o f a 
Camille Corot, a Caspar David F riedrich , a W illiam T u rn e r, a J a n  van Goyen 
or a V erm eer van Delft. The act of constituting landscape consists in  continuous 
shifts o f horizons and  perspectives due to the chang ing  positions o f  the m oving 
body. T he resulting perspective view is intrinsically linked to those views which 
follow. E dm und  Husserl used to talk o f  ‘re te n tio n s’ and  ‘p ro ten tio n s ’.

For purposes o f my following discourse, I would like to distinguish betw een 
two d iffe ren t lines in the theoriz ing  o f landscape. Drawing o n  Francesco 
Petrarch , A lexander von H um boldt, Carl Gustav Carus an d  G eorg Sim m el, 
the G erm an Hegelian ph ilosopher Jo ach im  R itter argued , m ore th an  o n e  
genera tion  ago, th a t the experience o f landscape is based  u p o n  m o d e rn  
society’s ru le  and contro l over nature . T he aesthetic p leasure o f  ex p erien c in g  
the na tu ra l su rround ing  as landscape is a specific, secularized p h en o m en o n  
o f m o d ern  society. T he contem plative view o f  the  cosm os, the  m etaphysical 
‘theoria  tou  kosm ou’, re turns u n d e r the cond itions o f m o d ern  society in a 
com pletely  changed  m eaning . W hat, in a n c ie n t tim es, b e lo n g ed  to th e  
privileges o f  Greek priests or R om an augurs, an d  th en  was secularized as a 
m etaphysical activity o f philosophers, becom es, in the co n tex t o f  m o d ern  
society, an  activity perform ed by everyone, d u rin g  leisure time. For R itter, the 
experience o f  landscape is, in a word, a  k ind  o f  re tu rn  to m etaphysical totality 
by way o f aesthetic reconciliation (R itter 1974).

A d o rn o ’s thoughts, my second line, are closer to Benjam in. A dorno  revises 
R itter’s theory on two points. First, landscape is to be  conceived as n a tu ra l 
h istory . W e esteem  in  cu ltu ra l lan d sc a p e  th e  u to p ia n  f ig u ra tio n  o f  a 
reconciliation of natu re  and  culture. We pro ject o u r longing for reconciliation  
o n to  landscape. C u ltu ra l lan d scap e  is n o t  a p u re  given b u t  a u to p ia n  
sem blance.

Second, images of cultural landscape are im ages o f ‘a m em en to ’ (AT, p. 
102; AT, p. 96). Historical m em ory and  historical m o u rn in g  m ust be  invested 
in o rd e r to serve the u topian  figure o f reconcilia tion  betw een cu ltu re  an d
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n a tu re . A d o rn o  stresses th e  discursive con tinu ity  betw een  the  aesthe tic  
ex p e rien ce  o f n a tu re  in cu ltura l landscape, and  the aesthetic experience o f 
m o d ern is t works o f a r t (com pare my essay Paetzold 1997, especially pp. 216- 
222). B oth  have in  com m on the fact that they are images. N ature appearing  
as beau tifu l is n o t conceived as an  object o f action. T h e  purposes o f self- 
p re se rv a tio n  are  tran sc en d ed  in  bo th  the work o f a r t  an d  the aesthetic  
ex p e rien ce  o f  landscape (ÄT, p. 103; AT, pp. 96-97).

B oth the  theories I have re fe rred  to, from  R itter and A dorno, locate the 
e x p e r ie n c e  o f  lan d sca p e  o u ts id e  the  p rec in c ts  o f th e  city. D u rin g  the 
n in e teen th  century  however, there em erged an experience of landscape within 
the  u rb an  space. For m ost cu ltura l theoreticians, Paris was the place w here 
this sh ift o ccu rred  from  landscape outside the city, to cityscape (com pare 
Seel 1991, pp. 230-33). Louis-Sébasden M ercier is supposed to be one o f the 
first au th o rs  looking at Paris as a ‘p ic tu re ’, as a ‘scene’ (Mazlish 1994, p. 46). 
T h a t is to  say, M ercier transposed  elem ents o f Denis D id ero t’s concept o f the 
th ea tre  stage to the  u rb an  surround ing .

I I

A fter these pre lim inary  rem arks, I can now en te r the them atic analysis o f 
this essay.

As my p o in t o f d ep a rtu re , I take a fram e o f notions w hich was in troduced  
by B enjam in. It is the  co rre la tion  between, on  the o n e  hand , the landscape of 
the m o d e rn  m etropolis, w hich is labelled as a kind of labyrinth, and  on the 
o th e r  h an d , the stro lling  activity o f a specifically urban  cu ltura l figure which 
em erg ed  in m odernity: the  flâneur.

In  his “A rcades P ro ject”, Benjam in wrote: “T he city is the realization o f 
th a t an c ien t d ream  o f  hum anity , the labyrinth. It is this reality to which the 
flâneur, w ithou t know ing it, devotes h im self’ (Benjam in 1999, p. 429, M6a,4. 
C om pare  p. 839, F°13, F°19).

As K ern convincingly has shown in details, the labyrinth as a culturally 
pow erfu l sym bol u n d e rw e n t two h isto rical transfo rm ations. Its o rig inal 
m ean in g  as it surfaced  in  an c ien t M inoan culture on  Crete was tha t o f  a ritual 
g ro u p  dance  w hich m ade o f  young girls and  boys grown-ups by relating  them  
to society an d  the  cosm os a t large. A ccording to Kern it is im p o rtan t to 
u n d ers ta n d  th a t the labyrin th-dance was graphically drawn as a visual token 
(K ern 1999, p. 19). T h e  first sh ift in the m eaning  of this symbol occured 
w hen it was abso rbed  in  an c ien t G reek and  Rom an m ythology alluding to 
Troy, as we can find  in H o m e r’s “Iliad”, la ter in Virgil’s “A eneid”, P lutarch,
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Ovid, S trabo and others. A ncient R om an cu ltu re  b ro u g h t ab o u t th e  second  
transform ation o f the labyrin th’s m eaning . T h e  an c ien t R om ans re la ted  the  
labyrinth-dance to the ac to ffo u n d in g a c ity  (Kern 1999, p. 114). As we will see 
later in this essay, Benjamin picked u p  especially this m ean ing  b u t gave a new 
twist to it in that he  attributed it n o t to the foundation  o f the  city, b u t to the 
m odern  urban  everyday. At any rate B enjam in took on  the city-relatedness o f 
the symbol o f the labyrinth which belongs, to repeat, to anc ien t R om ans’ legacy.

To com e back to the B enjam inian dâneur-labyrin th  constellation: In  th a t 
the d ân e u r experiences the urban  scene as a “cityscape”, as B enjam in literally 
says, the  “o ld  R om antic sen tim en t fo r lan d scap e” is re p la ced  by a “new  
Rom antic conception o f landscape”, the  “cityscape” (B enjam in 1999, p. 420, 
M2a, 1). W hereas the old R om antic experience  o f landscape was spatially 
located outside the city, the m etropolis has becom e “the  p roperly  sacred  
g ro u n d  o f flânerie” (Benjam in 1999, p. 421, M2a, 1). T h e  flâneur, B enjam in 
argues, explores the cityscape as a dialectic betw een “the  in te rio r  as s tree t 
(luxury), an d  the s tree t as in terio r (m isery)” (B enjam in 1999, p. 909). T h a t is 
to say, the d ân eu r is, first and forem ost, in te re sted  in  the “social space o f  the 
m etropolis” (Frisby 1994, p. 84). T h e  “sensational p h e n o m e n o n  o f space”, 
“the ‘colportage p h en o m en o n  o f  sp ace’”, the  “K o lp o rtag ep h än o m en  des 
Raum es” is the f lân eu r’s “basic ex p e rien ce” (B enjam in 1999, p. 418, M ia , 3).

A lthough Benjam in’s use o f the notions o f the d ân e u r and  o f flânerie is 
often am bivalent and contradictory, I w ould like to suggest the  follow ing 
interpretation. T he simplistic origins o f flânerie exercised by the ‘physiologists’ 
(M. Bon-H om m e’s “Le F lâneur au saison” [1806], Louis H u a rt’s “Physiologie 
du F lâneur” [1841] am ong others) were set aside by writers like H o n o ré  de 
Balzac and  Victor Hugo, who celebrated the “artist-flâneur”, and  o f course by 
Charles Baudelaire, who becam e B enjam in’s favorite m odel (Ferguson 1994, 
pp. 22-42; Burton 1994, pp. 2-6). They -  especially Balzac and  B audelaire -  
revealed the reality o f  the m odern  m etropolis as an  endangered , contradictory  
totality.

Ifwe compose B enjam in’s various redections on flânerie in to  one  concept, 
then  it cou ld  be shown tha t he had  a cu ltu ra l history in m in d  lead ing  from  
the soo th ing  cityscapes o f the physiologists th ro u g h  the u rb an  allegories o f 
Baudelaire, and  end ing  in Baron de H aussm ann. T h e  dialectic o f  flânerie  
which had  related the in terior o f the houses to the public spaces o f  the  streets, 
and  which had its u rban  site in the  arcades, cam e to an  end . I t was caused by 
the in troduction  o f the grand  boulevards o f  H aussm ann, on  the  o n e  h an d , 
and  by the em ergence o f the d ep a rtm en t stores on  the  o th er. B oth these 
shifts in the  urban fabric destroyed the sources o f  flânerie  w hich were, to 
reiterate, deriving from the entw inem ent o f  the in te rio r as house an d  as street.
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In  “C harles B audela ire” (1938), Benjam in gave die following descrip tion 
o f  the  h ig h lig h t an d  dec line  o f flânerie: “If the arcade is the classical form  o f 
the  interior, w hich is how  the  flâneur sees the street, the d ep a rtm en t store is 
the  form  o f  the interior’s decay. T h e  bazaar (W arenhaus) is the last h angou t o f 
the  flâneur. If in the beg in n in g  the street had becom e an in terio r for him , 
now this interior tu rn ed  in to  a street, and  he  roam ed th rough  the labyrinth o f 
m erch an d ise  (L abyrinth d e r W are) as he had  once th rough  the labyrinth o f 
the  city” (B enjam in 1973, p. 54).

It is no ticeab le  h ere  tha t Benjam in relates the strolling activity o f the 
f lân eu r to the  labyrin th ian  s tructu re  o f the city. A ccording to Benjam in, the 
f lân eu r experiences the  crowds o f the m odern  m etropolis as a kind o f shield 
b u t also as an  ob ject o f  observation. T he flâneur is n o t only drawn to the 
streets and  their arch itecture , b u t also to the social spaces w here crowds gather, 
like railway stations, exh ib ition  halls and  d ep artm en t stores. T he flâneur 
ex p lo re s  th e  ‘lab y rin th  o f  the  p o p u lace ’, the  ‘h u m an  la b y rin th ’ o f  the 
m etro p o litan  masses.

As B enjam in says: T h e  “m asses” “stretch  before the flân eu r as a veil: they 
are the  new est d ru g  for the solitary. -  Second, they efface all traces o f the 
individual: they are the new est asylum for the reprobate  and  the proscript. — 
Finally, w ithin the  labyrinth o f  the city, the masses are the new est and  m ost 
inscru tab le labyrin th .” (B enjam in 1999, p. 446, M16,3).

I w ould now like to sum m arize my discussion o f the flâneur, before moving 
on  to look  at the n o tio n  o f the labyrinth. It is my con ten tion , tha t we have to 
u n d e rs ta n d  flânerie  as an am bivalent cultural and  political activity, which 
em erg ed  in the ru n  o f  the n in e teen th  century, bu t continues in to  o u r own 
times. T h e  flân eu r is re la ted  to the detective in sharing the la tte r’s concern  
with observing the crowds in the streets. For this reason, a flâneur could becom e 
an agen t o f the s ta te’s secret service. T he flâneur shares with the pho tographer 
an  in te re st in  the  visual cu ltu re  o f city life. H e produces lite ra tu re  and  works 
o f  art, as exem plified  by B audelaite, Charles Dickens and  Edgar Allen Poe, 
and  also E douard  M anet and  Edgar Degas. Flânerie is also the origin o f m odern 
sociology. T h e  g en re  o f  u rb an  ethnography, in particular, is roo ted  in the 
u rb an  activity o f strolling, as the examples o f Siegfried Kracauer, Franz Hessel, 
G eorg  Sim m el, R obert Ezard Park, an d  H enry Mayhew can show (see Frisby 
1994). For my a rg u m e n t here , it is im p o rtan t to recognize tha t flânerie is n o t 

ju s t  stro lling  a ro u n d  and  gaping, b u t it transform s urban  observation into 
cu ltu ra l work. If  we include B enjam in him self in the g roup  of passionate 
flâneurs, th en  we can conclude th a t flânerie is related to a critical cultural 
theory  o f  city life. As Chris Jenks wrote: “T he flâneur, th o u g h  g ro u n d ed  in 
everyday life, is an  analytic form , a narrative device, an a ttitu d e  towards
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know ledge and its social contex t.” (Jenks 1996, p. 148). T h e  m oving body is 
involved here , strolling th rough  the labyrin th  o f  the  m o d ern  m etropo lis , b u t 
the phenom enological experiences m ust be linked  to th e  sym bolic s tru c tu re  
o f culture.

Speaking in terms of philosophy, we may argue tha t the  d â n e u r portrayed  
by Benjam in is a  post-metaphysical subjectivity. H e is to be clearly d istinguished 
from  P la to ’s Socrates in that he has n o  g u aran teed  com m unity  to w hom  to 
address his reflections. Jean-Jacques R ousseau’s ‘p ro m e n e u r’ was as lonely  as 
the d ân eu r, bu t found  his m oral identity  a t the b o rd e rlin e  betw een city an d  
countryside. N ietzsche’s Z arathustra d id  n o t even e n te r  the m etro p o litan  city. 
But insofar as the d âneur depends upon  walking, h e  is also clearly distinguished 
from  Rorty’s postm odern  ironist. At the en d  o f my essay I shall com e back  to 
this point.

A lthough the flâneur takes the d istancing  position  o f the  visual observer, 
he  is by no  m eans the dispassionate cognitive subjectivity o f m odern ity , b u t 
ra th e r the organ o f m odern  culture. C ontrary  to the m o d ern  u rb an is t whose 
theorizing o f  the city aims at practical in terven tion  in the  design o f the  city -  
if we th ink  o f Ildefonso Cerda, B aron G eorges E ugène H aussm ann  an d  Le 
C orbusier -  the d ân eu r attem pts im ages o f m odernity . A f lân eu r m ig h t be a 
poet, a pain ter, a journalist, a sociologist o r a cu ltu ra l th eo ris t (see my essay 
Paetzold 1995).

It is true, and  has often been  p o in ted  out, th a t the  n in e teen th -cen tu ry  
d ân eu r was largely a m ale g en d ered  cu ltu ra l figure (com pare  Shields 1994, 
especially pp. 63, 66-67. W olff 1994, especially, pp. 124-130). B ut ifw e look  at 
the m any traces in B enjam in’s w riting w hich leave the m ale-centredness o f 
cu lture beh ind , we can even find access to fem inist app roaches, especially if 
we b ring  to bear Ju lia  Kristeva’s theory  o f cu ltu re  (W eigel 1996, pp. 63-79).

I l l

Now I can pick up  the th read  o f my discourse. T h e  d â n e u r  experiences 
the m o d ern  m etropolis as a labyrinth. B enjam in has called the labyrin th  “th a t 
anc ien t dream  of hum anity” which has been  realized in  the  m o d ern  city. How 
should  we understand  this? T he labyrin th  o f the m etropo lis is a p re g n an t 
Gestalt the symbolic m eaning  o f which is mythically u n d e rp in n e d . T h e  im age 
points towards daily encounters with m etropolitan  reality. T he big city in  which 
we live, day in and  day out, appears in the  im age o f  a labyrinth. This im age 
refers n o t least to the opacity and  im penetrab ility  o f  everyday u rb an  life.

A look at Joseph  Rykwert’s “T he Idea o f a Town. T h e  A nthropo logy  o f
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U rban  Form  in Rom e, Italy an d  the A ncient W orld” (1985) may help  to clarify 
the  m ean in g  o f B en jam in ’s n o tio n  o f the labyrinth. A ccording to Rykwert, 
the  fou n d a tio n a l myths o f  th e  city com prise n o t only th e  fixing o f an axial 
cross (cardo , d ecu m an u s), o f  a cen tre  (m undusj, of borders and  gates, b u t 
also the im age o f  a labyrin th  (Rykwert 1985, pp. 148-153). T he myth o f the 
labyrin th  is mostly ab o u t how to find access to the city. A ridd le  m ust be solved 
o r a hero ic  ac tion  is req u ired , before one is allowed to en te r  the cen tre , that 
is: the world. Usually, the m ythic h ero  needs the aid of a wom an who is later 
left in the lu rch , o r is going to be killed; Ariadne, for instance, guiding Theseus 
th ro u g h  the  C retan  labyrinth. W ithout do ing  injustice to Rykwert’s theory, 
we m ay take a clue from  it. We can distinguish between foundational myths 
(R om ulus an d  R em us o r Cain, as heoic founders of cities) an d  those which 
re fe r to the m ain ten an ce  o f a city life. T he myth o f the  labyrinth can be 
a ttrib u ted  to the  la tte r category. It presupposes the foundation  o f a city to 
w hich access m ust be gained, o r even regained.

T he symbol an d  m yth o f the labyrinth, as Kern, Rykwert, and  Karl Kerenyi 
have show n, w ere often  accom panied  with dance; the m aze dance, by which 
the victory o f the h ero  is ritually celebrated. T he dancers perform  and position 
them selves in a spiral form. G enerally speaking, we can distinguish betw een 
the  spiral o r  double-spiral form , and  the rectangular form , as abstract graphic 
rep resen ta tio n s o f  the labyrinth. T he p o in t is, however, th a t the moving body 
w ithin  a labyrin th  does n o t ‘know ’ o f this overview, an d  is puzzled by the 
choices to be  m ade at each new ju n ctio n .

B en jam in ’s im age o f the labyrin th ian  city is n o t abou t the  question o f the 
fo u n d a tio n  o f the  city, b u t on  the contrary  seeks to describe the everyday life 
o f the m o d ern  m etropolis. T h e  labyrinth is a convincing Gestalt, by which city 
life can be cap tu red . T he city is no t a ju n g le  b u t a labyrinth. D ue to the 
labyrin th ian  s tru c tu re  o f the m etropolis, the conduct an d  behaviour o f the 
city-dweller is slowed down. “T h e  labyrin th”, Benjam in says, “is the hom e o f 
the  hesitan t. T h e  p a th  o f som eone shy o f arrival at a goal easily takes the form  
o f a  laby rin th .” (B enjam in 1985a, pp. 30-55, here: p. 40). We should not, in 
the  first instance, th in k  o f p roblem s by which to o rien ta te  ourselves; ra ther, 
the  ex p erien ce  o f  city life by way o f aimless strolling is w hat is a t issue here.

A lthough Paris with its arcades were Benjam in’s original source for drinking 
ab o u t city life in term s o f the labyrinth, he nevertheless applied  this idea to his 
“Berlin C hildhood  a ro u n d  1900”. H ere he states that to experience the city as 
a labyrinth requires “schooling”. It is a kind of “art”. He wants to make a parallel 
betw een his personal m em ories and  an intersubjectively valid ‘im age’ o f the 
city o f Berlin: “N ot to be able to find o n e ’s way in a city doesn’t m ean m uch. To 
stray in  a  city as o n e  strays in  a forest, however, requires training.
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T he stree t nam es m ust speak to the  w an d erer like the sn ap p in g  o f  dry 
twigs, an d  the little streets in the h e a rt o f  the city sh o u ld  re d ec t th e  tim es o f  
day to h im  as clearly as does a hollow  on  a m ountainside . I le a rn ed  this a rt 
late; it fulfilled the dream  o f which the  first traces w ere labyrinths scraw led on  
the b lo tting  paper o f my notebooks... T he pa th  in to  this labyrin th ... led  over 
the B endler Bridge...” (Benjamin 1991, Vol. IV 1, p. 237. T ranslation accord ing  
to Weigel 1996, p. 137).

W ithin a  labyrinth we are aware o f all o u r actual steps an d  moves. W e are 
deprived, however, o f an  overview o f  the whole. W e give ourselves over to  the  
topographies o f the space we are in. We becom e m otivated  to com e to grips 
with the whole -  it em erges, at any rate. B ut we c a n n o t afford  to m ee t this 
dem and. O rien ta tion  within the city has m uch  to do  with the  m agic o f  the  
stree t nam es. It is this magic which gives the locations w ithin a  city a cu ltu ra l 
inscription, and at the same time it is the m agic o f s tree t nam es an d  o f  u rb a n  
areas w hich p rom pt us to w ander th ro u g h  the city.

In his essay on  post-revolutionary Moscow, B enjam in says th a t h e  h ad  
already m ade an im age for h im self o f  the  topography  o f  the  city befo re  h e  
en tered  it. But bodily contact with the  streets an d  houses, d u rin g  his flânerie , 
only m ade him  experience the labyrin thian  s tru c tu re  o f  the city (B enjam in 
1991, Vol. IV 1, pp. 318-19). We touch , h ere , u p o n  an  im p o rtan t po in t. In  
o rd e r to reveal the city as a labyrinth, it is necessary fo r a m eetin g  to take 
place betw een a layer o f experience w hich can be described  p h en o m en o - 
logically, and  a symbolic level. P h en o m en o lo g y  m u st receive a sym bolic 
s tructu re in o rder to becom e historical an d  critical (B enjam in 1985b, p. 175; 
com pare Gilloch 1996 p p .135-139, 149-167, 171-177. C om pare W eigel 1996, 
pp. 48, 119).

TV

As far as I can see, Benjam in him self has given th ree  exp lanations fo r the  
labyrinth o f the m odern  m etropolis:

First, the  labyrinth is connected  with the m ark e t as the prevailing  m odel 
o f sociality. It is the m arket which structu res the  actions an d  co n d u c t o f  m en. 
“T he labyrinth is the correct rou te  fo r those who always arrive a t th e ir  goal 
anyway. T h e  goal is the m arket.” (B enjam in 1985a, pp. 30-5, here: p. 40). In 
this con tex t we m ust th ink o f the curiosity provoked by the passages an d  the 
luxurious com m odities displayed in  them ; the im p ed ed  actions caused  by the  
need  to look at the prices o f the goods. T h e  rules o f the  m arket, however, are 
also valid fo r the cultural p roductions to which the flân eu r is devoted. T he
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flân eu r as p ro d u ce r m ust look to the value of the cultural com m odities he 
offers, an d  how  h e  can sell them  to his advantage.

Secondly, B enjam in offers a drive-based econom ic explanation  for the 
labyrin th  (o f  the m etropo lis). A ccording to Freud, before it can be satisfied a 
drive leads a life in  episodes (Benjam in 1985a, p. 40). T he drive shifts its goal; 
it m u s t pass th ro u g h  d if fe re n t instances b efo re  it is satisfied . F re u d ’s 
psychoanalysis, w hich B enjam in appropria ted  during  the 1920’s, starts from  
the  p rin c ip le  th a t th ere  is no  substantial core to the self, it is decentred . For 
this reason , w ithin the  b iography  o f a self there are always only tem porary 
com prom ises to be fo u n d  betw een the claims o f the drives an d  the cultural 
instance o f  the ‘I ’. W ith in  flânerie, which reveals the labyrin thian  aspect of 
the  m etropo lis, the m o d ern  subjectivity, w ithout a substantial cen tre, finds its 
ad eq u a te  expression. T h e  flân eu r experiences the contem porary  as episodes 
o f the  ‘N ow ’; as instances o r m om ents which are unconnected .

S igrid  W eigel has p o in te d  o u t th a t B enjam in uses the  im age o f the 
labyrin th  as an  im age for reconstructing  a person ’s biography. A spatialization 
o f m em ory  is p resu p p o sed  here . I t replaces genealogy in term s o f origin, and 
family in  term s o f scenes an d  locations by passages and  pathways (Weigel 
1996, pp . 123-124).

Thirdly, the labyrin th ian  o f the m etropolis can be in terp re ted  as an image 
for a m ankind  which does n o t wish to know where things are leading (Benjamin 
1985a, p. 40). H ere , o f  course, we find M arx’ idea that th e  capitalist m ode of 
sociality has c rea ted  a second natu re , by which hum an beings are determ ined  
in reverse. D ream s an d  im ages b ro u g h t forward by cu lture are  necessary in 
o rd e r to keep  o p en  the  process o f  social change. But B enjam in attem pts to 
p en e tra te  d ream  im ages with the rationality o f the  concept, in  o rd e r to reach 
an aw akening.

In  this contex t, o n e  has to rem in d  oneself o f  B enjam in’s distancing from 
S urrealism . A ccord ing  to  B enjam in , the cu ltu ra l s tren g th  o f Surrealism  
co n s is ted  in th e  re h a b ilita tio n  o f  the  dream -w orld . D ream s h a d  b een  
categorically  re jec ted  by D escartes and  m odern  rationalism . Benjam in did  
n o t favour simply the d o u rish in g  o f dream s, like the Surrealists. H e took 
capitalism  to be  a k ind  o f d ream ing  sleep into which h u m an k in d  had  fallen 
d u rin g  m odern ity , an d  from  w hich it should be awakened. “Capitalism  was a 
n a tu ra l p h en o m en o n  with w hich a new dream -filled sleep cam e over Europe, 
an d  th ro u g h  it, a reactivation o f mythic forces. T he first trem ors of awakening 
serve to d ee p en  sleep .” (B enjam in 1999, p. 391, K la,8 and  K la,9; see Buck- 
M orss 1997, pp. 270-274).

For B enjam in, the rise o f socialist movem ents p roduced  ju s t such trem ors 
o r stim uli fo r an  aw akening. T hey needed  to be streng thened . H e w anted to
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reach a “constellation o f aw akening”, w hereas the  Surrealists rem a in ed  in  the  
world o f dream s. This constellation o f  aw akening was p ro jec ted  by B enjam in 
as ‘paralleling’, as convergence betw een the ra tiona l n o tio n  an d  the  sensuous 
image. In his “Arcades P roject” he  stated: “D elim ination  o f  the  tendency  o f 
this p ro jec t with respect to Aragon: w hereas A ragon persists w ith in  the  realm  
o f dream , here the concern  is to find  the  constellation  o f  aw akening. W hile 
in A ragon there remains an impressionistic elem ent, nam ely the  ‘m ythology’.., 
here it is a question o f the dissolution o f ‘m ythology’ in to  the  space o f history.” 
(Benjam in 1999, p. 458; N1,9).

B enjam in’s theory o f the collective d ream  has a parallel in E rnst B loch ’s 
thinking. A ccording to Bloch, daydream s are charac terized  by the  featu res o f 
en rich m en t of subjectivity, of o p en ing  u p  new horizons, a n d  o f  p o in tin g  to a 
telos o f successful ‘end ings’. Daydream s w ant to be ‘rea lized ’. Like B enjam in, 
Bloch in te rp re ted  the daydream  as som eth ing  w hich is n o t ra tio n a l in its own 
term s, b u t which is nonetheless accessible to a collective rationality.

У

L et us re tu rn  to the labyrinthian o f  the  m etropolis. As I have said, the  
labyrinthian is conno ted  with concepts such as the  m arket, the psychic life o f  
drives in episodes and finally the capitalist ch a rac te r o f  society. H ow can  the  
labyrin th ian  function  as a clue fo r an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  co n c re te  u rb a n  
phenom ena? I would like to p o in t to a t least two aspects.

T h e  first is related  to the street. A ccording to B enjam in, the  labyrin th ian  
o f the city receives profile as a synthesis o f  two d iffe ren t ‘h o rro rs ’ o r  ‘d re ad s’. 
T he m o d ern  street, the infinite ‘asphalt tap e ’ on  w hich the flân eu r tram ps, is 
charac te rized  by m onotony  an d  aim lessness. I t never ends, b u t this very 
endlessness is attractive and  fascinating. T h e  way (W eg), on  the  o th e r h an d , 
refers to a mythical horro r. We do n o t know  w here it is lead ing  an d  this m akes 
us anxious. I t could be a maze. T he labyrinth o f  the  city synthesizes b o th  o f 
these structures, the ‘way’ and  the ‘s tree t’. B enjam in writes: “’S tree t’ to  be 
understood , has to be profiled against the o ld er term  ‘way’. W ith resp ect to 
their m ythological natures the two words are  en tirely  distinct. T h e  way brings 
with it the terrors o f w andering (G erm an: Irrgang  H P ), som e reverberation  
o f which m ust have struck the leaders o f nom adic  tribes. In the incalcu lab le 
tu rn ings a n d  resolutions o f the  way, th e re  is even today, fo r th e  solitary 
w anderer, a detectable trace o f the pow er o f  an c ien t directives over w andering  
hordes. But the person who travels a stree t, it w ould seem , has no  n eed  o f  any 
waywise guiding hand. It is n o t in w andering  th a t m an takes to the  street, b u t

1 2 0



W a l t e r  B e n ja m in  a n d  t h e  U rban  L aby rinth

ra th e r in  subm itting  to the m onotonous, fascinating, constantly unrolling band 
o f  asp h a lt. T h e  synthesis o f  these twin te rro rs , how ever -  m o n o to n o u s 
w andering  —is re p resen ted  in  the labyrin th .” (Benjam in 1999, p. 519; P 2 ,l).

H ere  we have an  exce llen t exam ple o f the way th a t Benjam in brings 
to g e th e r the  pheno m en o lo g ica l ‘essence’ of away, a  pathway, in contrast to 
the  street, an d  the  symbolic inscrip tion o f this essence in to  cultural history 
an d  collective m em ory. T h e  way is a h o rro r because it is em bedded  in the 
process o f  the  m igration  o f tribes. T he asphalt tape induces n o tju s t  a funny 
walk, in th e  lonely  s tro lle r, the  flâneur, bu t also a d read . As a m o d ern  
p h en o m en o n  the u rb an  labyrinth is n u rtu red  by both  of these aspects, it offers 
a  paradox ical p leasure an d  a t the tim e it causes a threat.

T h e  m o d ern  m etropo lis has a labyrinthian structu re in th a t it relates the 
‘In s id e ’ an d  the  ‘O u ts id e’, as well as the ‘Above’ and the ‘B enea th ’, o f the 
u rb a n  geography  in  a new way. We need  to distinguish betw een a gate and  a 
triu m p h al arch; b o th  signify thresholds, that is, m odes o f passages. T he city 
gate m ediates the en tran ce  to the world; trium phal arches, on  the o th er hand, 
transform  those who pass th ro u g h  them  in th a t the glory o f the conquering  
h e ro  is m irro re d  o n to  the passer-by. However, bo th  gate and  arch  have lost 
th e ir m ythical streng th  as e ith e r initiation rite or as elevation (Benjam in 1999, 
pp . 86-87; C2a,S).

N ot only does the  m o d ern  m etropolis redesign the re lationship  between 
the  ‘O u ts id e ’ an d  the  ‘In sid e’, it also relates the passages ‘B eneath ’ -  the 
u n d e rg ro u n d  tunnels, the grottoes, the arcades -  with life on the g round  
‘A bove’. For this reason , the m etaphysical dichotom ies o f  a central core and 
a p e r ip h e ry  o u ts id e , a h ie ra rch ica l ‘A bove’ an d  a seductive ‘B e n e a th ’, 
d isappear. B enjam in com pares the correspondence between ‘U p ’ and ‘Down’ 
with d ream in g  an d  waking: “O ne knew o f  places in anc ien t G reece w here the 
way led  dow n in to  the  u nderw orld  -  a land  full of inconspicuous places from  
w hich dream s arise. All day long, suspecting no th ing , we pass them  by, b u t no 
so o n er has sleep com e th an  we are eagerly groping o u r way back to lose 
ourselves in  the  dark  corridors. By day, the labyrinth o f  u rb an  dwellings 
resem bles consciousness; the  arcades (which are galleries leading into the 
city’s past) issue u n rem ark ed  o n to  the streets. At night, however, u n d er the 
teneb rous mass o f th e  houses, their denser darkness bursts forth  like a threat, 
an d  the noctu rna l pedestrian  hurries past-u n less, that is, we have em boldened 
h im  to tu rn  in to  the  narrow  lan e .” (Benjam in 1999, p. 875; a°,5).

T h e  second  aspect: T h e  experience o f the labyrinth im plies that o n e ’s 
lo ca tio n  is well d e te rm in e d , a lth o u g h  it c a n n o t be in scribed  in to  a co­
o rd in a tin g  netw ork. This double-layered structure characterizes the passage 
th ro u g h  th e  lab y rin th . T h e  city-dweller exp erien ces th e  d iffe rences in

121



H e in z  P a e t z o l d

atm ospheric tuning between u rban  quarte rs, b u t they a re  n o t in teg ra ted  in to  
a unified schem e. T he m etaphysical significance o f  the q u arte rs  vanish, since 
the cen tre  as the site o f ‘tru th ’ is devalued.

Nevertheless, boundaries rem ain; th resho lds which give s tru c tu re  to the 
regions. Benjam in refers, in this context, to the m odes by w hich we experience 
borders within the  dream . They are experienced  as cuts, which cause surprise, 
b u t these cuts do n o t follow a ra tio n a l, b u t  ra th e r  a p o e tic  o rd e r . T h e  
experience of the m etropolis is interw oven with such d ream  traces. It is 
precisely this which constitutes the labyrin th ian  o f  the m etropolis.

“T he city”, Benjamin says, “is only apparently  hom ogeneous. Even its nam e 
takes on  a d ifferen t sound from  one d istrict to the next. N ow here, unless in 
dream s, can the p h en o m en o n  o f the b o u n d ary  be  ex p e rien ced  in  a m ore  
originary way than  in cities. To know them  m eans to know  those lines that, 
ru n n in g  alongside railroad crossings an d  across privately ow ned lots, w ithin 
the park  an d  along the riverbank, function  as limits; it m eans to know  these 
confines, together with the enclaves o f the various districts. As th resh o ld , the 
boundary  stretches across streets; a new p rec in c t begins like a step  in to  the  
void -  as though one had unexpectedly c leared  a low step  on  a flight o f  stairs.” 
(Benjam in 1999, p. 88; C3,3).

W

Now we have some essential structures o f B enjam inian theory o f the u rban  
lifeworld a t hand. In the concluding  p a rt o f  my essay I w ould like to o u tlin e  a 
position which m aintains som e distance from  B enjam in, w hilst rem a in in g  
faithful to his ‘Critical T heory’, by transfo rm ing  it.

B en jam in’s question as to w hether we shou ld  co n tin u e  the  social d ream s 
o f the n in e teen th  century, or bid farewell to them , is only to be answ ered 
from  the position o f o u r situation today, th a t is, in the dec line  o f  functionalist 
urbanism , to which Benjam in subscribed.

In  the 1960’s, the D utch arch itec t A ldo van Eyck in tro d u ced  the  vision o f 
a ‘labyrin th ian  clarity’, in o rd e r to cha rac te rize  the  m u tu a l re la tio n sh ip  
betw een the architectural bu ild ing an d  its site w ithin the u rb an  tex tu re . H e 
published a manifesto-like text in the “S ituationist T im es” (No. 4, O c to b e r 
1963), starting  from  the trad ition  o f D utch  structuralism  an d  opposing  Le 
C orbusier’s functionalist creeds. T he p rogram m atic  core o f  his m anifesto  was: 
“T he large house -  little city sta tem ent (th e  o n e  th a t says: a house is a  tiny city 
a city a huge house) can get on very well... It possesses a k ind  o f clarity th a t 
never qu ite  relinquishes the secret it guards. It is above all... a k ind  n e ith e r
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house  n o r city can  do  w ithout. L et m e call it labyrinthian clarity.” (van Eyck 
1963, p. 84).

N ot only did  Aldo van Eyck inspire architects in th e ir designs, such as 
H erm an  H ertzberger, Lucien Lafour, or T heo  Bosch, he was actively engaged 
in  th e  u rb an  renew al o f A m sterdam ’s N ieuw m arkt du rin g  the 1970’s and 
1980’s. O n  the o th e r  h an d , in his “La P roduction de l’espace” (1974) which 
has b een  transla ted  to English in  1991 H enri Lefebvre traced the symbolic 
m ean in g  o f  the labyrin th  back to a “military and political s tru c tu re”, designed 
to  tra p  e n e m ie s  in e x tr ic a b ly  in  a m aze, b e fo re  it se rv ed  as “p a la c e ”, 
“fo rtifica tio n ”, “re fu g e” an d  “sh e lte r”. T he labyrinth expresses a “natu ra l 
p rin c ip le” w ithin the  G reek idea  o f Logos/C osm os (Lefebvre 1991, pp. 233, 
240).

W hat these re feren ces are  arguing  for is the thesis th a t cityscape as 
labyrin th  is still an  insp iring  idea, beyond Benjamin. As I have argued, the 
labyrin th  an d  the d â n e u r  are re la ted  concepts. T hat is to say, only by strolling 
do  we ex p erien ce  the  city as a labyrinth.

Today we find d ifferen t theories which can give new m eaning to the notion 
o f  flânerie. I w ould like to single ou t ju s t two new m odes o f  understand ing  
flânerie:

O n  the one  h an d  we have M ichel de C erteau ’s “W alking in the City” (De 
C erteau  1993, pp. 151-160). De C erteau develops a “rheto ric  ofw alking” (De 
C erteau  1993, p. 158). His is a strategy o f concen trating  on  everyday life and  
focusing on  w alking in o rd e r  to overcom e the functionalist view o f the city as 
a view fro m  above , in  o rd e r  to  co n tro l: “u rb a n  l ife ”, h e  em phasizes, 
“increasingly perm its the re-em ergence o f the elem ent th a t the urbanisdc 
p ro jec t excluded , ‘walking’” (De C erteau 1993, p. 155), tha t is to say the accent 
is on  the  “chorus o f  footsteps” (De Certeau 1994, p. 157). A rhetoric  o f walking 
is a “style o f use”, th a t is “a way o f being” and  “away of operating”. De C erteau’s 
w alker m akes use o f  the u rb an  spaces by bringing in h is /h e r  own body in 
m ovem ent. B ut this walking activity aims at a “poetic geography” o f u rban  
sites (De C erteau  1993, p. 159). A rediscovery o f “local legends ( legenda: what 
is to be read b u t also w hat can be read)" (De C erteau 1993, p. 160) em erges; that 
is to say, a pheno m en o lo g ica l level. M erleau-Ponty spoke o f  a ‘style’ o f  bodily 
moves; we ex p e rien ce  the  body insofar as it is pu t into action: Physical m otion 
and  symbolic level a re  intertw ined. De C erteau makes use o f two B enjam inian 
no tions in  this respect, the ‘labyrin th’ (De C erteau 1993, p. 152) and  the 
‘d re a m ’, as m eans o f clarifying the “pedestrian  rh e to ric” (De C erteau 1993, 
p. 160).

W hat is im p o rtan t here  is die fact that de C erteau’s walker aims at a ‘poetic 
g eo g rap h y ’. T h a t is to say, ‘narratives’ which reveal cityscapes in cu ltural
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‘works’, u nderm in ing  both  the functionalist view o f the city from  above an d  
the ‘disciplinary’ power structures which supervise the  city-dwellers th ro u g h  
the official, adm inistrative politics o f  the state institu tions. M ichel de  C erteau  
is in favour o f m icro-narratives linked  to the m oving and  stro lling  body. H e 
gives a new m eaning  to the concep t o f the flâneur.

A n o th er stim ulating m odel is involved in J in n a i H id e n o b u ’ s ‘spatial 
an th ropo logy’. In  his book  “Tokyo” J in n a i H id en o b u  tells the cu ltu ra l story 
o f Tokyo. T he story makes use o f city walks. T hese walks, how ever, a re  to be 
re la ted  to  a scholarly read ing  o f city m aps from  d iffe ren t periods, as well as to 
a scholarly read ing  o f the poetic narratives o f the  specific sites o f the  city, the 
water-side, the form er com m oners’ houses, the  backstreets etc. “W e have 
becom e so accustom ed to travelling by subway o r elevated highway th a t we 
have becom e insensitive to the rich variety o f features fo u n d  in everyday life. 
‘R eading the city’, requires us to walk in streets an d  ex p e rien ce  its spaces for 
ourselves. O nly th en  do  we ac q u ire  a fee l fo r  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  its 
neighbourhoods.” (H idenobu, 1995, p. 9).

VII

This brings m e to a concluding  rem ark: R ichard  Rorty has lau n ch ed  an  
induen tia l view of postm odern  cu lture , which describes it as b e in g  in h ib ited  
by ironists who are in search o f con tinuous redescrip tions o f  th e ir lives an d  o f  
the m oral state of society, and  who are restlessly read ing  and  consum ing books. 
Philosophy is replaced by literary criticism  in o rd e r to im prove the  m orality  
and  the political culture o f the liberal com m unity. T h e  p h ilo so p h er em erges 
in the guise o f  a ‘polypragm atic’ who has to link the various discourses together 
in o rd e r to keep the conversation o f society on  re levant issues going. A gainst 
this elitist and  bodiless idea of a com m unity , I w ould  like to  p ro p o se  a 
revitalized ‘Critical Theory’ which is an ch o red  in u rb an  cu ltu re a n d  in cu ltural 
workers (see for a  step in that direction Paetzold 2000). These bear the im prints 
o f city walks exercised by real bodies. T hey  are curious ab o u t u rb an  affairs, 
and  w ant to m ake sense o f city life today in th a t they p ro d u ce  at the  sam e tim e 
city-related poetic matters.

T he B enjam inian pro ject is n o t a t all con fined  to B audelaire. It has b een  
con tinued  by a  rem arkable chain o f writing city-dwellers, rang ing  from  literary 
figures, such as Virginia Woolf, Jam es Joyce, P eter H andke, K onstantin  Kafavis, 
Eric de Kuyper to Paul Auster and T hom as Pynchon (L ehan  1998). T hey  all 
are inspired  by city life and  bring  to surface w hat its specific cu ltu re  is.
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