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always read in this way. That is to say, in their reading they absorb; they
do not empathize. Their reading is much more closely related to their growth
and their sense of power than to their education and their knowledge of the
world. This is why their reading is as great as any genius that is to be found
in the books they read. And this is what is special about children’s books.
Radio talk broadcast by Siidwestdeutschen Rundfunk, August 1929. Gesammelte
Schriften, VII, 250-257. Translated by Rodney Livingstone.

Notes

1. Jean Paul Richt
imaginative novels that combine fantasy
vergniigten Schulmeisterlein Maria Wutz in Auenthal” (The Life of the Satisfied

Little Teacher Maria Wuiz in Auenthal) appeared in 1793. It recounts the search
for happiness of the pleasantly eccentric teacher named in the title.

2. The full title is Orbis Sensualium Pictus (The Visible World in Pictures).

3. Wie Auguste und Wilhelmine ibre Puppe erzogen: Von einer Kinderfreundin
(How Auguste and Wilhelmine Educated Their Doll: By a Children’s Friend) was
published in Berlin in 1837.

4. Johaun Peter Hebel’s Schatzkdstlein des rheinischen Hausfreunds (Treasure Chest
of the Rhenish Family Friend) is a compendium of his poetry and prose published
in the Badischer Landkalendar, an annual publication not unlike the American
Old Farmer’s Almanac.

5. Philanthropism was 2 pedagogical reform movement of the late eighteenth cen-
tury. Its main theorist was Johann Bernhard Basedow (1723-1790), whose
school—the Philanthropin, in Dessau—became the model for a aumber of similar
institutions throughout Germany and Switzerland.

6. Die Regulatoren in Arkansas (The Pendulums in Arkansas) and Unter dem
Agquator (Under the Equator) are by Friedrich Gerstacker. Nina Sahib is by Sit
John Retcliffe (Hermann Ottomar Friedrich Goedsche).
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And by a self-indulgence that covers the entire spectrum from gracefulness
to bitterness. Seemingly unintentional, we said. Critics have sometimes
disagreed about whether this is really so. But it is a fruitless quarrel, as we
perceive when we recall Walser’s admission that he never corrected a single
line in his writing. We do not have to believe this, but would be well advised
to do so. For we can set our minds at rest by realizing that to write yet
never correct what has been written implies both the absence of intention,
and the most fully considered intentionality.
So far so good. But this cannot prevent us from trying to get to the bottom
of this neglect of style. We have already asserted that his neglect makes use
of every conceivable form. We should now add: with a single exception.
And this exception is one of the most common sort—namely, one in which
|se counts. Walser is so little concerned with the

only content and nothing e

way in which he writes that everything other than what he has to say recedes
into the background. We could claim that what he has to say is exhausted
in the process. This calls for explanation. And further investigation alerts

us to a very Swiss feature of Walser’s writing: his reticence [Scham). The
following story has been told of Arnold Bocklin, his son Carlo, and
Gottfried Keller’ One day they were sitting in an inn, as they frequently
did. Their regular table was well known for the tacituri, reserved habits of
the drinking companions. On this occasion the group sat together in silence.
The young Bocklin finally broke the lengthy silence with the words, “It’s
hot”; and after a further quarter of an hour had passed, his father added,

« And there’s no wind.” As for Keller, he waited for a while, but finally got
ying, “Iwon’t drink with chatterboxes.” The peasant linguistic

up and left, sa

reticence [Sprachscham) that is captured in this eccentric joke is typical of
Walser, Scarcely has he taken up his pen than he is overwhelmed by a mood
of desperation. Everything seems to be on the verge of disaster; torrent of
words pours from him in which the only point of every sentence is to make

the reader forget the previous one. When in the course of 2 virtnoso piece

he transforms Schiller’s monologue “Along this narrow pathway must he
“Along this narrow

he begins with the classic words,

come” into prose,
pathway.” But then his Wilhelm Tell is overcome by self-doubt, appears

weak, insignificant, lost. He continues, «Along this narrow pathway must
he come, I think.”

No doubt, such writing has its precedents. This chaste, artful clumsiness
in all linguistic matters s heir to a tradition of folly. If Polonius, the model

for all windbags, isa juggler, then Walser is a Bacchus who wreathes himself

ds that then trip him up. The garland is in fact the proper

in linguistic garlan
image for his sentences. But the idea that stumbles around in them is a thief,

a vagabond and genius—like the heroes of his writings. He is unable,
incidentally, to depict anyone who is not a “hero”; he cannot free himself
from his main characters and has contented himself with three early novels
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¢ is commonly thought that this process

namely, from the madness of myth. I
ligions. If that is the case, it did

of awakening took place in the positive re
not do so in any very straightforward or unambiguous way. The latter has
to be sought in that great profane debate with myth that the fairy tale
represents. Of course, fairy-tale characters are not like Walser’s in any simple
manner, They are still struggling to free themselves from their sufferings.
Walser begins where the fairy tales stop. “And if they have not died, they
live there still.” Walser shows how they live. His writings—and with this 1
shall finish, as he begins—are called stories, essays, poetic works, short prose

pieces, and the like.

Published in Das Tagebuch, September 1929. Gesammelte Schriften, 11, 324-328. Trans-
lated by Rodney Livingstone.

Notes

1. Robert Walser (1878-1956), Swiss author, was a native of Biel (Bern canton). In
his youth he was a wanderer; he later worked briefly in a bank, a publisher’s
office, and a library, but was unemployed for most of his life. After 1933 he was
in a series of mental institutions. His work includes three novels but is made up
largely of stories, sketches, glosses, and miniatures. It is characterized by a
deceptively simple, fluid style that is balanced with irony and absurd elements.

2. The satirical gloss is a recognized literary ¢orm in German, more familiar than
in English, where the term “gloss” refers mainly either to the interlinear gloss of
medieval texts or to marginal comments of the kind Coleridge provides in “The
Ancient Mariner.” In German the gloss was developed into high art by Karl
Kraus, who practiced it throughout his career in his commentaries on other
writers and journalists in his periodical Die Fackel.

3. Alfred Polgar (1873-1955) was a Viennese journalist and a gifted literary critic
and commentator on cultural trends. Many of his essays were collected and
published in book form during his lifetime. He was famous for his elegant, ironic
style.

4. Franz Hessel was a close friend of Benjamin and had worked with him both on
the translation of Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu and in the early stages
of Benjamin’s Passagen-werk (Arcades Project). For Benjamin’s evaluation of
Hessel’s importance, see “The Return of the Flaneur” and “Review of Hessel’s
Heimliches Berlin,” both in this volume.

5. Arnold Bécklin (1827-1901), the Swiss painter, was known for his Romantic
treatment of mythological subjects. Gottfried Keller (1819-1890), also a Swiss,
was the major exponent of literary realism in German. See Benjamin’s essay
«Gottfried Keller” in this volume.

6. The quotation comes from the classic monologue in Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell, Act
4, scene 3. As Tell lies in wait for the tyrant Gessler, he reflects on the moral
justification of the murder he is about to commit.
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7. The three novels are Die Geschwister. Tan ibli
Gebiilfe (The Assistant; 1908), which is h:‘l:rbgiir}?vzieivilrlﬁmgss T Der
Gunten (1909). » and Jacob von
Knut Hamsup (1859-1952) was a Norwegian novelist who criticized the Ameri
can way of life and idealized the farmer’s existence. He supported the G an
invasion of Norway and in 1947 was condemned for treason. His most famecfman
and extremely popular—novel was Hunger (1890). Joseph von Eichen;cfrE
(17_88—1857)' was one of the leading figures of German Romanticism. Known
mainly .for his lyric poetry, he also wrote the classic novella Awus dem Le[.pen eine.
Taugenichts (_Advent.ures of a Ne'er-do-well; 1826). Johann Peter Hebel (1760i
'182.6) was a journalist and author; he was much esteemed for the use of dialect
in }ns writings, a p'ractice that had fallen prey to eighteenth-century enlightened
umvt.ersa.hsm. As editor and chief writer of the Badischer Landkalendar, angannual
publication not unlike the American Old Farmer’s Almanac, Hebel p;oduced an
€normous volum§: of prose and poetry. A typical calendar would include a
cosmology embellished with anecdotes and stories, practical advice for the home-
owner and farn.lf‘:r, reports on crime and catastrophe, short biographies, riddl .
and:‘ﬁnall).', political observations on the year just past. Hebel’s narrgtive etsona,
tbe Rhenish ffamily-Friend,” narrates and comments; Sterne-like ironiclj)ri:?jgi,
zlgixt]iso rei.re not infrequent. See Benjamin’s essays on Hebel in Volume 1 of this
9. Franz Moor is the villain in Schiller’s play Die Réduber (The Robbers)
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