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ABSTRACT

This review essay examines James McFarland’s Constellation: Friedrich Nietzsche and 
Walter Benjamin in the Now-Time of History, which stages a comparative reading of the 
two thinkers’ works and argues that they shared a resistance to the conventions of nine-
teenth-century historicism as well as a desire to attend not to causation as a force in history 
but rather to the importance of each individual “present.” Benjamin’s term “dialectics at a 
standstill” is a formulation only a reader of Nietzsche could have produced, as McFarland 
ably demonstrates. This review essay also delves into Benjamin’s own use of the “constel-
lation” motif, identifying complexities McFarland leaves out of his account. Influenced 
by Nietzsche’s own uses of astronomical and astrological motifs, Benjamin employed the 
image of the constellation as a symbol not only for temporality (say, of the time it takes for 
starlight to reach our planet). He also used it to examine our transforming relationship with 
the cosmos and with nature most broadly, and, in the famous “Theses on the Philosophy 
of History,” he used it as a figure for the proper relationship historians should establish 
between their own period and the past; this is what yields an understanding of the present 
moment as the Jetztzeit, the “time of the now” enjoying its own dignity beyond any causal 
relationship with the future it may have. However, and as this review essay suggests, 
Benjamin’s uses of the constellation image, and of images of stars, telescopes, and plan-
etariums more generally, were highly ambivalent. They can serve as indices of his shifting 
views of modernity and of his desire that modern experience, seemingly condemned to 
alienation, might be redeemed. 

Keywords: Friedrich Nietzsche, Walter Benjamin, constellation, astronomy, Jetztzeit, 
historicism

For Gus Rancatore 

What are stars to philosophers? And what are constellations, those human patterns 
made up of stars that predate humanity? In this challenging and thoughtful work, 
literary scholar James McFarland reads Friedrich Nietzsche and Walter Benjamin 
together as a “constellation” (Sternbild), a term Benjamin put to many uses and 
about which too little has been written. Benjamin’s friend Theodor Adorno sug-
gested that “[t]he later Nietzsche’s critical insight that truth is not identical with a 
timeless universal, but rather that it is only the historical that yields the figure of 
the absolute became, perhaps without his knowing it, the canon of [Benjamin’s] 

1. I would like to thank Martin Jay, Jan Mieszkowski, and Lewis Wurgaft for their comments on 
an earlier draft of this review essay.
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practice.”2 McFarland’s study goes beyond this surprisingly undialectical (for 
Adorno) claim that Nietzsche provides the theory and Benjamin does the prac-
tice, or in other words, that Nietzsche’s philosophical insight into the historical 
character of truth set the terms for Benjamin’s cultural criticism. To view the two 
thinkers as a “constellation,” by contrast, would examine the way each “star” 
looks different when viewed in conjunction with the other. For McFarland, imag-
ining the two as a “constellation” reveals commonalities between the two think-
ers’ respective views of the relationship between temporality and thinking. As he 
puts it, “What question more pressing to Nietzsche than the effect of thinking on 
what succeeds it? What problem more urgent to Benjamin than the origins of the 
present in the tempest of the past?” (xi). In a similar vein Irving Wohlfarth once 
argued, “there is, for Benjamin as for Nietzsche, a use and an abuse of history. 
Historicism abuses [history. . . .] The ‘untimely’ alternative to such forgetful self-
effacement is a form of memory that starts out from, and returns to, the ‘highest 
strength of the present.’”3 As McFarland shows, Nietzsche’s “eternal return” 
and Benjamin’s Jetztzeit can both be understood as attacks on the normative and 
ideological functions of narrative history as such, and expressions of the wish that 
the present moment be redeemed and granted a dignity that survives its passage. 
Historically speaking, Benjamin’s “dialectics at a standstill” is a formulation only 
a reader of Nietzsche could have produced.

Nietzsche and Benjamin play intimately familiar roles in European intellec-
tual history: archetypal outsiders, they were critics of bourgeois thinking and of 
the German academy that trained them. Interested in the dramatic and literary 
mode of tragedy, they led tragic lives themselves. Both were committed to eso-
teric forms of reading and thinking. Over the reception of each, both by scholars 
and in the popular imagination, hovers what Vanessa Schwartz calls “a fetish 
[for] misunderstood genius.”4 And both left much uncompleted work behind: 
journals, notebooks, and hints of projects dreamed about but never attempted, 
which we must assess along with their published writings. Adorno was notably 
wrong to imply that Benjamin may have been unaware of Nietzsche’s influ-
ence upon him. Although Benjamin never devoted a single work to Nietzsche, 
McFarland gathers his scattered references to him, in youthful letters and mature 
essays both finished and unfinished, even including Benjamin’s mumblings on 
Nietzsche while high on hashish (while hallucinating, he described himself as a 
“hardened, obdurate post” in the wooden banister of Nietzsche’s sister’s house). 
This adds up to convincing evidence that Benjamin had an “unwritten book” on 
Nietzsche in him. Readers may already know of Benjamin’s use of Nietzsche’s 
“We need history, but not the way a spoiled loafer in the garden of knowledge 
needs it,” in the twelfth of his “Theses on the Philosophy of History.”5 Benja-

2. Theodor Adorno, “A Portrait of Walter Benjamin,” in Prisms, transl. Samuel and Shierry Weber 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1981), 230.

3. Irving Wohlfarth, “Re-fusing Theology: Benjamin’s Arcades Project,” in New German Critique 
39 (Fall 1986), 3-24. And on Benjamin’s understanding of the historicism he attacked, see H. D. 
Kittsteiner, “Walter Benjamin’s Historicism,” in the same issue, 179-215.

4. Vanessa Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin for Historians,” American Historical Review 106, no. 5 
(2001), 1721-1743.

5. Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations, transl. Harry Zohn 
(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1968), 253-264; see 260.   
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min’s unwritten book on Nietzsche is part of what we should call his “counter-
factual” legacy, a host of projects left uncompleted at the time of his flight and 
suicide in 1940, the most famous being the Passagenwerk (Arcades Project), 
a study of Nietzsche’s century and its encounter with the challenge of moder-
nity.6 McFarland’s book-length study of the relationship between Benjamin’s 
thought and that of Nietzsche goes beyond the handful of essays on the subject 
that already exist, which focus on the essentially historical question of how the 
earlier thinker influenced the later. More ambitious in concept, Constellation is 
an experimental work about two very familiar figures, a deep-space telescope 
that captures light both from the Benjamin-Nietzsche constellation and from the 
motif of the “constellation” itself.7 

Of course, like that of most experimentalists, McFarland’s work is informed 
by the results obtained by his predecessors, and the prominence of Nietzsche in 
Benjamin’s thought has been appreciated for some time. Helmut Pfotenhauer, 
one earlier explorer of Nietzsche’s influence on Benjamin, notes that Benjamin’s 
Origins of German Tragic Drama rethinks the central claims of Nietzsche’s 
Birth of Tragedy, while the Arcades Project is preoccupied with Nietzsche’s 
Eternal Return; another, Stéphane Mosès, argues that Nietzsche’s Eternal Return 
can stand for the deterministic attitude toward events that Benjamin associated 
with nineteenth-century European historicism and against which he rebelled.8 
The observation that Nietzsche’s Eternal Return is an important concept to read 
alongside Benjamin’s Jetztzeit follows not only from Mosès but from Susan 
Buck-Morss, Vanessa Schwartz, and others.9 Schwartz’s 2001 essay “Walter 
Benjamin for Historians” anticipates McFarland, presenting Benjamin as “an 
important way station in the journey towards a postmodern historiography that 
might be seen to begin with Friedrich Nietzsche.”10 In “Konvolute N” of the Pas-
sagenwerk Benjamin responded to the pre-Nietzschean thought of Louis Auguste 
Blanqui, specifically L’Eternité par les astres (Eternity according to the Stars), a 
kind of cosmological fantasia about an infinity of parallel worlds, which Blanqui 
wrote while imprisoned by the authorities  in an effort to keep him from leading 
the Paris Commune in 1871. Blanqui wrote “Every human being is thus eternal 
at every second of his or her existence. What I write at this moment in a cell of 
the Fort du Taureau I have written and shall write throughout all eternity—at a 
table, with a pen, clothed as I am now, in circumstances like these.”11 Impor-

6. See Benjamin Aldes Wurgaft, “The Uses of Walter: Walter Benjamin and the Counterfactual 
Imagination,” History and Theory 49, no. 3 (2010), 361-383.

7. On the telescope, stargazing more broadly, and visuality as motifs in the pursuit of intellectual 
history, see Martin Jay, “Astronomical Hindsight,” in Jay, Refractions of Violence (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2003). 

8. See Helmut Pfotenhauer, “Benjamin und Nietzsche,” in “Links hatte noch alles sich zu enträt-
seln”: Walter Benjamin im Kontext, ed. Burkhardt Lindner (Frankfurt am Main: Syndikat, 1978), 
100-126. Stéphane Mosès, “Benjamin, Nietzsche, et l’idée de l’éternel retour,” Europe 804 (April 
1996), 140-158.

9. See Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989) and Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin for Historians.” 

10. Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin for Historians,” 1739.
11. See Louis-Auguste Blanqui, “Eternity according to the Stars,” transl. Matthew H. Anderson, 

CR: The New Centennial Review 9, no. 3 (2009),  3-60; see p. 57. Translation slightly modified by 
author.
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tantly—and perhaps providing a basis for Mosès’s judgment—Benjamin was 
ambivalent about whether Blanqui’s work expressed a truly radical opposition 
to French society. He wrote that Blanqui had only achieved “[submission] to 
bourgeois society,” albeit a submission of a sneakily subversive sort: “he drops 
to his knee with such violence that the throne begins to totter.”12 Totter, but not 
tumble, raising the question: did Nietzsche’s eternal return do more for Benjamin 
than Blanqui’s subversion did? 

Part of what Blanqui and his fellow Communards sought was an indictment of 
the commodified time of the Parisian bourgeoisie. This encounter with Blanqui’s 
eternal return helped Benjamin, as McFarland shows, not only to reframe his 
resistance to modern historicity but also to reconsider the way Nietzsche later 
framed his own version of the doctrine. This was aided by a reading of Karl 
Löwith’s 1935 Nietzsches Philosophie der ewigen Wiederkehr des Gleichen 
(Nietzsche’s Philosophy of the Eternal Recurrence of the Same).13 The eternal 
return was for Löwith an attempt to respond to disillusionment, the apparent 
triumph of nihilism in the historical present. The eternal return was a form of 
nihilism, but one that effectively “overcomes itself,” going beyond Blanqui’s ulti-
mately failed subversion. Importantly, for Löwith’s Nietzsche, the eternal “noon” 
of recurrence is also a “moment” in which one may make the crucial decision to 
affirm existence, regardless of its recurrent character, and on this basis Löwith 
claimed that a characteristically modern and linear temporality of crisis actually 
dominated Nietzsche’s thought, regardless of his statements about cyclicality.14 If 
Mosès may be right that Benjamin identified the “eternal return” with all that was 
stultifying in nineteenth-century thought, Benjamin may have also drawn from 
Löwith to produce a more affirmative understanding of the critical potentials 
within the concept. In any case, an attachment to Nietzsche or Blanqui’s version 
of the eternal present places Benjamin, as Schwartz notes, in the company of 
“permanent revolutionaries” and “in a sort of anti-historical and nihilistic mire 
in which all there is is an eternal present, a perspective that has made Nietzsche 
so unpalatable for historians.”15 Such an antipolitical “mire” does not seem so 
unpalatable for a critic like McFarland, for whom the eternal present is the only 
standpoint from which we are able to see how the absolute is instantiated in his-
torical events, “yield[ing] the figure of the absolute,”16 as Adorno put it. It may 
not really matter whether the throne tumbles or not, when we view events from 
the standpoint of the eternal present. 

Indeed, we could understand Benjamin’s fondness for Nietzsche as the very 
measure of his resistance to ordinary politics, underscoring the utopian and 
Messianic character of his mature thought. It could also be used, by less chari-
table readers, as evidence of the impossibility of translating his thought into an 

12. Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 
111.

13. See McFarland, Constellation, 234. 
14. On Benjamin’s reading of Löwith, see Tyrus Miller, “Eternity No More: Walter Benjamin on 

the Eternal Return,” in Given World and Time: Temporalities in Context, ed. Tyrus Miller (Budapest: 
Central European University Press, 2008). 

15. Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin for Historians,” 1742.
16. See Theodor W. Adorno, “A Portrait of Walter Benjamin,” in Prisms, 231.
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operational and activist politics. Although the idea of the eternal present may be 
unpalatable for many historians (how can Benjamin, so interested in both politics 
and history, paradoxically seek to suspend the continuous flow of events?), it is 
nevertheless an idea, and thus subject to the methodologies of intellectual his-
tory, of which McFarland makes only partial use. One excellent point Schwartz 
raises is that the very desire for a “now-time” of history could be understood as 
Benjamin’s bid to preserve a beloved world that he was about to lose in exile: 
the world of German-Jewish life and thought (notably, Benjamin’s engagement 
with Jewish thought, and his ambivalent relationship with the German-Jewish 
tendency to idealize German high culture, drops out of McFarland’s account), 
not to mention the sheer opportunity to walk among the Parisian arcades that 
fascinated him. For other readers, Benjamin’s desire to save “now-time” from 
the overpowering forward rush of history, a desire he articulated in the “Theses 
on the Philosophy of History” shortly before his suicide, was a direct response 
to the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact of 1939. This led him to feel betrayed by Com-
munism if not by an abstracted version of Marxism itself. He turned away from 
any vision of forward historical progress and sought solace in the figural temporal 
“bubble” of “now-time.” 

As mentioned earlier, McFarland is eager to do more than simply track 
Nietzsche’s influence upon Benjamin, an intuitively causal historical project 
that would ignore the way each thinker is illuminated by the works of the other. 
Practically speaking, his effort to create a “constellation” involves reconstruct-
ing and reading not only Benjamin’s “unwritten book” on Nietzsche but an 
equally imaginary “unwritten book” to which both thinkers contributed across the 
decades (their lives in fact overlapped between 1892 and 1900, a time of Berlin 
childhood for Benjamin and of madness for Nietzsche). The appropriateness of 
this gesture—reading the unwritten—is vouchsafed by the literary evidence we 
receive from both thinkers’ Nachlässe: both kept extensive journals and note-
books, recording their thoughts and staying deeply engaged with what we would 
now call “their process.” They were committed to blurring the line between work-
ing, thinking, and living, and Benjamin’s commitment to conception over work 
(“the work is the death-mask of the conception”) is well known. McFarland thus 
finds license to read, as a continuous virtual book, a wide variety of fragments, 
shards, and scraps cast off from the workbench of each master. 17 This formal 
gambit of reading the unwritten seems to takes place in a kind of “now-time” 
of McFarland’s own, as he shifts between the temporal registers occupied by 
Nietzsche and Benjamin while refusing to settle into either of them or to name 
any particular standpoint as final for the interpretation of Nietzsche or Benjamin.

Benjamin notably claimed that our ability to read constellations seems to be 
decaying as we move forward in historical time. Modernity’s acceleration moves 
us further and further away not from the physical stars, which astronomy shows 

17. Benjamin himself cited Hofmannsthal, as follows: “The historical method is a philological 
method based on the book of life. ‘Read what was never written,’ runs a line by Hofmannsthal. The 
reader one should think of here is the true historian.” See Benjamin, Selected Writings, ed. Howard 
Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1996–2003) IV, 405.
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us in increasingly clear and detailed images, but from our sense of connection to 
the cosmos: Maurice Blanchot noted that “disaster” is literally a separation from 
the guiding star, dis-aster. The concept of the constellation, closely related to 
that of now-time, contains within it a fraught modernist encounter with time. The 
seemingly timeless constellation of the stars simultaneously arrests the version 
of temporality Benjamin associated with bourgeois thinking and acknowledges 
the impossibility of that arrest; it thus functions as a shorthand for the tragic and 
“fallen” character of the modern condition. Stars were not, notably, just part of 
a “nature” that, to Benjamin, seemed categorically incapable of the sense of ful-
fillment made possible by human consciousness and culture; they were objects 
of contemplation and wonder, and also part of the “second nature” of historical 
time.18 Constellations could in fact be said to unite a transcendental element of 
“first nature” with the essentially historical human imposition of a pattern onto 
them. Fallen, they nevertheless point toward a world prior to our fall from grace. 

Constellation is a labor of love and of years, and if that investment of energy 
shows in McFarland’s deep understanding of his subjects and their works, it also 
shows in his somewhat hermetic mode of exposition. We never receive anything 
like a comparative reading of Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History” 
against Nietzsche’s On the Uses and Abuses of History, and McFarland often 
seems under Benjamin’s and Nietzsche’s methodological influence to such a 
degree that he declines to offer a clear presentation of his argument. Rather than 
providing a straightforward comparison of their views, he delves deeply into such 
diverse and significant topics as Nietzsche’s and Benjamin’s youthful experi-
ences (and the way Nietzsche seemed, both to Benjamin and to many others, to be 
“youth’s displaced prophet” [67]), or Benjamin and Gershom Scholem’s fictional 
“University of Muri,” which they invented while in school in order to make fun of 
the indignities of studentship. It is hard not to be reminded of Nietzsche’s remark, 
in The Gay Science, that “One does want to be understood when one writes but 
just as surely not to be understood.”19 Or, given McFarland’s title, of Nietzsche’s 
notion of having enough chaos in oneself to give birth to a dancing star, or per-
haps a constellation of stars. 

Given the enormous number of works produced by his two subjects and the 
massive secondary literature on each, McFarland cannot be asked to explore 
every aspect of their thought in depth. However, it seems curious that he does 
not address one prominent contrast between Benjamin and Nietzsche. This 
would be Benjamin’s willingness both to enjoy and to see critical potentials 
within the material objects of mass culture, as compared to Nietzsche’s general 
rejection of mass culture as such. What Schwartz has called Benjamin’s “apho-
ristic materialist history . . . an encounter between the past and the present that 
is articulated as a rapidly emergent image—a flash”20 involves taking up real 
objects (say, Charlie Chaplin films) as material for reflection, allowing them to 

18. On Benjamin’s view of nature, see Richard Wolin, “From Messianism to Materialism: The 
Later Aesthetics of Walter Benjamin,” New German Critique 22 (Winter 1981), 81-108. 

19. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, transl. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 
1974), Book V, Aphorism 381, 343-345.

20. Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin for Historians,” 1724.
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illuminate our relationship with the past, and effectively “redeem” past moments 
by appreciating their status not just as a past event in a series or chain of events 
but as a past present. McFarland well understands that Nietzsche and Benjamin 
are collectively opposed to the enterprise of Rankean “way it really was” histori-
cism, and he succeeds in using the motif of the Jetztzeit to articulate this collec-
tive opposition, but in dropping Benjamin’s engagement with material culture 
he misses one possible site of interesting and productive difference between the 
two. Also surprising is that McFarland does not explore the historical question 
of what it meant for Benjamin and Nietzsche, as well as for a wide range of 
other European thinkers—including Georg Simmel, Karl Jaspers, Martin Hei-
degger, Karl Löwith, and Mircea Eliade, among others—to take an interest in the 
motif of eternal recurrence, either affirmatively or critically.21 Just what did this 
rethinking of temporality mean during the turbulent and violent first half of the 
twentieth century? The fact that this question has been turned over by scholars 
again and again makes it no less relevant to McFarland’s discussion.

That the stars are scarcely an incidental image for Benjamin or Nietzsche is 
confirmed by even a brief survey of their writings. Astrological and astronomical 
motifs often appear in their works—Benjamin devoted an unpublished essay of 
1932 to astrology, anticipating (in terms of chronology if not content) Adorno’s 
later essay on the Los Angeles Times’s astrology column and irrational thought, 
“Stars Down to Earth.”22 Sometimes the stars stood for a kind of celestial natural 
law that precedes humans and their contrivances—or the disjunction between the 
linear and forward-moving time of humanity and the “eternity” of the universe—
or a form of “totality” perhaps possessed by the ancients but lost to us moderns. 
In the “Our Virtues” chapter of Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche presents the 
astrological idea that “we modern men are determined, thanks to the complicated 
mechanics of our ‘starry sky,’ by different moralities; our actions shine alternate-
ly in different colors, they are rarely univocal. . . .”23 We are not our grandfathers; 
the changing stars and planets serve as markers of the difference between their 
time and our own. Benjamin’s own reflections on astrology and astronomy are 
similarly marked by the tension between the ancient and the modern. In the 1933 
“On the Mimetic Faculty,” in which he reflected on the “decay” of our capacity 
for mimesis, he observed the plausible origins of that capacity in the art of imi-
tating shapes in the sky by dancing, as though mirroring or recreating them on 
earth.24 We have, however, largely lost this, cut off from a more primitive sense 
of relationality—of the relationships between things in the universe—by a mod-
ern sense of the meaning of these things. “On the Mimetic Faculty” demands to 
be read as a successor not only to Benjamin’s astrology essay of the previous year 
but to his 1916 “On Language as Such and the Language of Man,” an attempt to 
describe modernity’s disenchantment by examining systems of linguistic refer-

21. On the theme of the eternal return in early twentieth-century European thought, see Miller, 
“Eternity No More.”

22. Theodor Adorno, The Stars Down to Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture, ed. 
Stephen Crook (London: Routledge, 1994). 

23. Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future, transl. 
Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 1966), 145-146.

24. Benjamin, “On the Mimetic Faculty,” in Reflections (New York: Schocken, 1986), 334.
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ence. Here Benjamin posited the existence of a set of correspondences between 
the objects of the world, a set from which humans are effectively severed by 
the institution not of language itself (in fact, Benjamin broadened “language” 
to include all of creation), but of a categorical use of language in which we are 
divided from our identities by categorization—for example, I am not called by 
my proper name, but by an attribute that marks me as part of a class. Benjamin 
desired a return to the harmony and dignity attained through proper names, as 
symbolized by the Edenic scene of Adam giving names to the animals around 
him. To address the stars “personally”—through dance or by naming them as 
parts of constellations—is to grant them a similar kind of dignity. However, 
Benjamin typically treated the stars less as shaping elements in our lives, markers 
of our fated condition, than did Nietzsche—for whom even the ambiguity of our 
actions is conditioned by the multiple celestial forces acting on us—but he was 
more concerned with our ability to stand in the proper relation to them. 

Thus for Benjamin the term “constellation” carried multiple meanings, not 
just indicating the “dialectics at a standstill” he associated with the term in the 
Passagenwerk, meaning a fleeting glimpse of the forces, economic, political, and 
social, that shape the conditions of our lives.25 In the “Theses on the Philosophy 
of History” it also meant a way of understanding the past that served as an alter-
native to the methods of historicism, so that the “present” of the historian and 
the “past” were set in reciprocal relation to each other and both were regarded as 
experiential moments of equal worth: the past, as Benjamin put it, could only be 
“citable in all its moments” for a redeemed humanity. Constellations appeared in 
Benjamin’s writings prior to the Passagenwerk and the Theses; in “A Christmas 
Angel,” a section of Berlin Childhood around 1900, Benjamin recounts the mood 
of expectation with which he, as a young boy, viewed a Christmas tree: “Of all 
the moments in the life of the Christmas tree, this was the most anxious, the one 
in which it sacrifices needles and branches to the darkness in order to become 
nothing more than a constellation—nearby, yet unapproachable. . . .”26 The tree 
is decorated with candles that shine in the darkness like a constellation, though 
other neighboring windows—Benjamin underscores the contrast—remain dark, 
reminders of the poverty of others. This episode notably anticipates the fleet-
ing character Benjamin will later ascribe to the constellation: after the holiday, 
“deprived of its stand, and half buried in the snow or glistening in the rain [the 
tree] ended the festival. . . .” The constellation of the Christmas tree is, indeed, 
short-lived, but the connection between his use of “constellation” in describing 
Christmas, and his later association of “constellation” with the ability to view 
each moment of human experience as redeemed—to appreciate the “Messianic” 
power of each present moment—is intriguing. 

It is especially interesting to see Benjamin associate constellations with 
redemption because he was not always so affirmative regarding astronomical 
(as opposed to astrological) motifs. In “To the Planetarium,” one of the sections 
of Einbahnstrasse (One-Way Street), Benjamin refers to the ancients and their 

25. Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 462.
26. Walter Benjamin, Berlin Childhood around 1900 (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 

University Press, 2006), 103-104.



TO THE PLANETARIUM—THERE IS STILL TIME! 261

“absorption in a cosmic experience scarcely known to later periods.”27 And 
he blames astronomy for this specific case of the general disenchantment that 
marks the modern world—not only scientific desires, he said, drove Kepler, 
Copernicus, and Brahe, but an antipathy toward ecstatic connection to the cos-
mos. He went on to accuse modern astronomy of limiting such experiences of 
transport “to the individual as the poetic rapture of starry nights.”28 But what 
remains ambiguous in the passage is the image of the planetarium itself: is this 
to be a site of the inspection of the universe (and its mastery by such inspection) 
or will it be a place where, by gazing at the stars, we feel some of the collective 
connection to the cosmos our ancestors lost? Once again, the effort to experi-
ence constellations simultaneously signifies both the loss of a feeling of cosmic 
plenitude, and the inherently problematic effort to replace that feeling—that 
untroubled relationship with “first nature”—with a bad version of “second 
nature” in the form of scientific certainty.29 In a similar vein, in the “Ring of 
Saturn” section of the Passagenwerk, Benjamin describes a mid-nineteenth-
century illustration (J. J. Grandville’s 1844 Another World) in which a massive 
bridge links the planets together. From the standpoint of the bridge it becomes 
clear that Saturn’s rings are “nothing other than a circular balcony on which the 
inhabitants of Saturn strolled in the evening to get a breath of fresh air.”30 In 
other words, once we have linked ourselves to the solar system by technologi-
cal means, what was once thought to be natural and celestial is revealed to be 
artifact all the way down. Against such images of what it means to investigate 
our celestial surround via science and engineering, it is tempting to ask if Ben-
jamin’s most influential uses of “constellation,” in the Passagenwerk and the 
“Theses,” were actually an effort to call to mind less technologically mediated 
encounters with the starry sky. Certainly, and as Wohlfarth suggests, in “To the 
Planetarium” Benjamin was offering not simply an indictment of technology—
whose potential for alienation was recognizable in modernity’s Entzauberung 
der Welt and whose potential for destruction was evident in the Great War—but 
also the thought that such loss could be remedied by the planetarium, which can 
return us to an enchanted relation with the stars. As Wohlfarth writes, “A mock-
Nietzschean subtitle . . . might read: ‘Die Neugeburt Eros aus dem Geiste der 
Technik,’” or The Rebirth of Eros out of the Spirit of Technology. The machin-
ery and electric wiring of the planetarium need not serve us (as representatives 
of humankind) as a tool that demonstrates our desire to dominate the cosmos as 
we dominate nature, but rather as an extension of our desire for unity with that 
cosmos—“no longer a means but a medium.”31 

27. Benjamin, Reflections, 92.
28. Ibid., 93.
29. For a powerful reading of “To the Planetarium,” see Irving Wohlfarth, “Walter Benjamin and 

the Idea of a Technological Eros: A Tentative Reading of Zum Planetarium,” Benjamin Studien/
Studies 1, no. 1 (2002), 65-109. This essay takes up the way “To the Planetarium” explores themes 
of technological destruction and possible empowerment, and the way that through such exploration 
Benjamin responded to figures like Klages, Ernst Jünger, and Carl Gustav Jung.

30. Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 885.
31. Wohlfarth, “Walter Benjamin and the Idea of a Technological Eros,” 74.
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That Benjamin’s thoughts on stars have a Nietzschean lineage can be vouch-
safed by examining Beyond Good and Evil, where the stars serve as a figure 
for nonsimultaneity—prefiguring Benjamin’s frequent association of stars with 
loss. At Aphorism 285 Nietzsche compares each human generation’s failure to 
understand the meaning of the events it witnesses to the way the light of the stars 
reaches a much later human generation than the one that lived when that light was 
first emitted. And at Aphorism 71, he suggests that the sense of distance from the 
stars is a block against understanding: “The sage as astronomer—as long as you 
still feel the stars as something ‘above you,’ you have not yet acquired the gaze of 
a man of deep understanding.”32 Here Nietzsche certainly seems to anticipate the 
Benjamin of “To the Planetarium” as well as Benjamin’s friend Hannah Arendt, 
who in The Human Condition (perhaps influenced by Benjamin) saw Galileo’s 
telescope and the scopic regime it helped to introduce as a development having 
critical implications not only for history but for political thought. And further-
more, Nietzsche’s idea that we live out of step with the meaning of our times 
maps perfectly onto Benjamin’s images of lost utopias of meaning and plenitude, 
which for Benjamin are also images of lost childhood. Every star we see is actu-
ally just an index of itself. 

McFarland’s use of the “constellation” method would presumably succeed best 
if the Nietzsche-Benjamin constellation taught us new lessons about Nietzsche as 
well as Benjamin. Although McFarland’s readings of Nietzsche are themselves 
insightful, it is never entirely clear how, as he puts it at one point, “Nietzsche 
mediates Benjamin into the past,” or in other words, Nietzsche is somehow 
“helped” by Benjamin in the same way that Nietzsche aided Benjamin—as 
Benjamin once implied in a letter, he valued “Nietzsche’s psychological achieve-
ments,” but of course Nietzsche could not reciprocate.33 McFarland’s book suc-
ceeds not by demonstrating that Benjamin illuminates Nietzsche, but by the effort 
to “constellate” the two together in a more radical manner. By proceeding (alas!) 
not systematically but by an experimental protocol in which we collect texts and 
muse over them, McFarland “gets nearer” to his objects of inquiry, emulating 
them even as he reconstructs their trajectories. Benjamin described a very similar 
experimental method in his 1920 essay “The Concept of Criticism in German 
Romanticism:” “experiment consists in the evocation of self-consciousness and 
self-knowledge in the things observed. To observe a thing means only to arouse 
it to self-recognition. Whether an experiment succeeds depends on the extent 
to which the experimenter is capable, through magical observation, one might 
say, of getting nearer to the object and of finally drawing it into himself.”34 This 
romantic sense of “experiment,” which Benjamin shared, was intended—as Jay 
points out—to “restore some of what had been suppressed by modern science.”35 

32. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 227, 80.
33. Benjamin wrote in one letter: “I have not yet had any time to concern myself with the ques-

tion of what meaning is ultimately to be extracted from [Nietzsche’s] writings. Were I inclined to do 
so, I would read up on what Klages calls ‘Nietzsche’s psychological achievements.’” See The Cor-
respondence of Walter Benjamin, transl. M. R. and E. M. Jacobson (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994), 366.

34. Benjamin, in Selected Writings, I, 148.
35. See Martin Jay, Songs of Experience: American and European Reflections on Universal Theme 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 323. 
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It means going to the planetarium, not the observatory—not intending to gaze at 
the actual stars (which we only glimpse through the massive transit of light across 
time, making every star an image for temporal ruin) through the telescope, but 
to gaze at the constellations imprinted upon the planetarium’s enchanting domed 
ceiling, a kind of “second nature.” Only by such artifice, an artifice akin to the 
cancellation of historicity by the Jetztzeit, could we find eternity among the stars. 
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