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The bnefcase with the manuscript, which Benjamin was concerned above
all to save during his flight, has since disappeared. His companions
who after his death were permitted to travel on in freedom, arranged for

his burial. His grave in the cemetery of the little town is no longer iden-
tifiable. (Witte, 205).

The student summons the repressed events of history into the present, recalling the
silence at the core of his speech, the unspeakable inheritance buried within his
generation's collective unconscious. His voice carries the mute appeal of the Holo-
caust victims. The conference provides the occasion for a memorial address to the
dead, while Benjamin himself or, perhaps, his sublimated corpse, occupies the
site of the crypt. He acts as metonymic representative and mythic emissary for the

T}_w black bag may or may not have contained a text on the Arcades Project, other-
wise known as the Passagenwerk or Passagenarbeit.

The Lost Object

- Benjamin, his case and his manuscript disappear without a trace. The tale
invests the memorable scene with the charm and suspense of a classic adventure
story, the spectacular banality of an 'unsolved mystery,' the farcical hopelessness
of an absurdist comedy, the fateful inevitability of a tragic drama, the melancholy
pathos of a particularly depressing hard luck story. From the standpoint of a cer-
tain cultural-historical narrative, the incident at the border has acquired legendary
status. Like a ghost-story, solemnly repeated at conferences, in seminars and books
bem.feen students and teachers, the circumstances surrounding Benjamin's deat};
continue to fascinate academic discourse. But what information does this story

provide about how our culture remembers and how we assign meaning and limits
to the experience of the past?

F(.)r Buck-Morss, the responsibility of memory necessarily entails the work of
mourning and the acknowledgment and articulation of loss. She appends her ac-

count qf Benjamin's last days with an anecdote from a conference on his work at
the University of Frankfurt in 1982:

I remember nothing of these debates, perhaps because they have been so
often repeated. The wisdom came not from us that morning, but from a
German student who suddenly spoke of those missing from the room--
the German Jews who might have been a part of his generation of stu-
dents. He felt their lack, and expressed sadness at their absence. All at
once the room filled with ghosts. We shivered. (1989, 335)
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incorporated Other.

Jacques Derrida understands this phe-
nomenon as the return of "the ghost, /e
revenant, the survivor, [which] appears
only by means of a figure or fiction, but
its appearance is not nothing, nor isita
mere semblance" (Ulmer, 1989, 203).
It is the very precondition for the en-
counter with history and the past. Note
the resemblance between Derrida's de-
scription of the 'uncanny temporality' of
ghostly possession and Benjamin's his-
toriographic method as outlined in the
"Theses on the Philosophy of History":

Ghosts always pass quickly,
with the infinite speed of a fur-
tive apparition, 1n an instant
without duration, presence with-
out present which, coming back,
only haunts. (203).

and:

The true picture of the past flits
by. The past can be seized only
as an image which flashes up at
the instant when it can be rec-
ognized and is never seen again
... For every image of the past
that is not recognized by the

Ann McKinley notes that "often Ben-
jamin appears not as theoretician of his-
tory, but as its figure: specifically as fig-
ure for the Holocaust..." (1993, 8). She
perceives to what extent the ingredients
of his specific story--the lost text, the
brief closure of the border, his suicide--
support the general cultural task of
mourning for the Nazi's extermination
of the Jews:

And the theorists who labor on
and around the Benjaminian
corpus--are they not engaged in
a sort of Antigonean labor, giv-
ing the body a decent burial, re-
patriating the corpse even as
they break the laws of the city
to do so? (6)

When Hannah Arendt arrived in Port
Bou several months after Benjamin's
death, she could find no trace of his
grave (Buck-Morss, 1989, 475). The
return of his ghost provokes an uneasy
desire on the part of the critical estab-
lishment to administer the last rites in
absentia, to erect a monument in place
of his empty tomb. But what does
Benjamin's crypt serve o conceal? Can
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