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“Archives of nonsensuous similarities”: poetic exploration and extension of philosophical thought in Charles Bernstein’s Shadowtime.

The first performance of the Opera, Shadowtime, took place on a May evening in Munich in 2004. The composer was the father of New Complexity, Brian Ferneyhough and the libretto was written by the veteran of avant-guard poetics and doyen of the ‘language’ school, Charles Bernstein. The opera, so the publisher’s blurb reads, ‘is a thought opera based on the work and life of the German philosopher, essayist and cultural critic, Walter Benjamin.’
 It is a typically difficult work, the text of which is composed of quotations, distillations, multiple layers of ‘meaning’, speculations on the nature of language, philosophically inflected discourse and gnomic statements. Just as Walter Benjamin insists in his long thesis, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, that philosophical writing ‘continually confront questions / Of representation’, Bernstein consistently writes under the auspices of his own comparable insistence - from his seminal essay, ‘Artifice of Absorption’ – ‘that poetry be understood as epistemological / inquiry.’
 The libretto of Shadowtime is the site of a dynamic interaction between Benjamin’s thought and Bernstein’s poetic procedures. 
I read the libretto as an ‘epistemological inquiry’, both as an exploration of certain tenets of Benjamin’s writings, but also as an extension of Bernstein’s own poetics. It is this paper’s central claim that Bernstein’s poetic creativity extends the rich possibility of Benjamin’s philosophical proposition. This claim runs counter to that of the Benjamin scholar, Esther Leslie. In a scathing review of the opening performance of Shadowtime, Leslie writes that at certain points in the libretto: ‘each line may be traced back to a comment of Benjamin’s’. ‘Yet’, Leslie continues, 

here in the context of the libretto, all meaning evaporates from [the comments] and they seem to mark positions without any meaningful articulation. These are the types of things said by Benjamin. These words mark the spot of his thought but fail to make it articulate, for they are empty slogans.
 

I want to explore how Bernstein not just ‘marks the spot’ of Benjamin’s thought, but how his text both illustrates Benjamin’s ideas, but also extends the application, or ‘articulation’ of such thought by poetic technique. 

Before we proceed, it will be helpful to have a sense of the story and musical aspects of the opera, particularly as these modes mirror the experimental procedures of the text of the libretto. Fabrice Fitch writes this useful summary in the CD sleeve notes:

The ‘story’ of Shadowtime is the last hours of Walter Benjamin, the cultural philosopher who took his own life in September 1940 on the Franco-Spanish frontier when he learned that the visas he and his travelling companions had secured would not be honoured by the border authorities – that they would be turned back to France to face almost certain deportation, as Jews, to the concentration camps.
 

Fitch uses scare quotes around ‘story’, which is telling, as the libretto lacks a conventional narrative. Fitch then summarises the fragmentary nature of the libretto:

Shadowtime consists almost entirely of fragments and short movements: thirteen canons, eleven interrogations, seven tableaux, and the no fewer than 128 fragments that make up Scene 2. As to the ‘coherent whole’, the drama, no less than the music, consists of multiple layers […] On a musical level, the opera’s seven scenes overlap […] and they may revisit each other’s materials […]

‘Fragments and short movements’, ‘multiple layers’, ‘revisits’: all make-up the complex production of Shadowtime. 
* 
Bernstein’s quotation from Benjamin’s early essay, ‘On Language as Such and on the Language of Man’ in his own essay, ‘Thoughts Measure’ published in his collection, Content’s Dream, exhibits his ongoing and persistent interest in the philosopher, of which Shadowtime is the most concentrated assertion.
 In order to understand the ways in which Bernstein makes use of Benjamin’s insights, I have chosen to focus on Scene 3 of Shadowtime entitled, ‘The Doctrine of Similarity (13 Canons)’. Benjamin’s 1933 essay, ‘Doctrine of the Similar’ is in many ways a revision or recalibrating of his earlier, more explicit essay on what could be called, mystical linguistics. In his later essay, Benjamin’s argues that modern languages contain residual moments –  ‘archives of nonsensuous similarities’ –, moments of mimicry or flashes which enable a user to ‘become similar’. Becoming ‘similar’ through language, it seems, involves connecting with eternal truths, with the original Word and with the cosmos, by grasping these moments or ‘flashes’ as they occur in the linguistic process. Benjamin begins his essay by offering the analogy of astrology in order to explain the notion of the ‘nonsensuous similarity’:

we no longer possess in our perception whatever once made it possible to speak of a similarity which might exist between a constellation of stars and a human. Yet we, too, possess a canon, on whose basis we can attain more clarity regarding the obscurity which clings to the concept of nonsensuous similarity. And that canon is language.

Nonsensuous similarities are those traces of a magical similarity between man and the cosmos which were once gifted to us through the medium of clairvoyance and reading of runes and which now resides in the workings of language. It is through language, Benjamin suggests, that the ‘obscurity’ of ‘nonsenuous similarities’ can now be attained. Carefully examining or investigating language will yield the inherent similarity of man to the cosmos. To assert the notion that there must be something ‘else’ connecting words, Benjamin speculates:  ‘if words meaning the same thing in different languages are arranged about the signifier as their center, we have to inquire how they all – while often possessing not the slightest similarity to each other – are similar to the signified in the center.’
 
To Benjamin, language has now become the medium by which nonsensuous similarities are articulated and perceived. ‘In this way’, he says,
language is the highest application of the mimetic faculty – a medium into which the earlier perceptual capacity for recognising the similar had, without residue, entered to such an extent that language now represents the medium in which objects encounter and come into relation with one another. In other words: it is to script and language that clairvoyance has, over the course of history, yielded its old powers.
 

Bernstein illustrates this notion in many different stylistic ways: through pun, homophonic translation but also in the very iterative, repetitive and chant-like or incantatory nature of his text which calls to mind the chanting of the Jewish Kabbalah. If, as Benjamin writes, ‘language is now the medium in which objects encounter and come into relation with one another’, Bernstein is going to find ways to make this happen on the page or to the ear.
Bernstein explains the structural and conceptual makeup of the third scene of the libretto in his summary.

Scene III – “The Doctrine of Similarity” – consists of thirteen short movements, sung by various groupings of the chorus of the Angel of History. Each of the movements reflects on the nature of history, time, translation/transformation. The title comes from an essay by Benjamin with a similar name – “Doctrine of the Similar” – in which he considers the ways that the physical sounds of language echo or mimic the primordial structures of the cosmos. In the scene, the various numeric patterns create reverberations within and between the text and music. The theme of temporality is explored musically by the use of canon forms throughout the scene.
 

Each of the thirteen ‘movements’ of the libretto ‘reflects on’ the themes apparent in Benjamin’s particular essay, but also on concepts – history, time – which are staples of the philosopher’s entire oeuvre. Bernstein is ‘translating’ these themes in Benjamin’s work into textual strategy: Benjamin’s consideration of physical sounds of language is reconfigured as illustration by the poet as ‘various numeric patterns’ which ‘create reverberations within and between the text’. Just as Benjamin suggested in his 1916 essay, these themes are going to be communicated ‘in language and not through language’, Bernstein’s libretto text reflects on such concepts in the very act of the language. 
Bernstein divides his 13 canons into a few broad categories containing similar textual techniques. These techniques are not exclusive (they overlap throughout the scene) but they demonstrate the different modes Bernstein adopts to explore Benjamin’s ideas. I will start by looking at canons 1, 5 and 12, which, writes Bernstein, ‘are called “Amphibolies,” suggest mineral ambiguities’.
 The word, ‘Amphibolies’ not only has ambiguity as its root (from Greek amphibolos, meaning ‘uncertain’) but it is used by Bernstein ambiguously. ‘Amphibole’ could mean ‘any large group of minerals consisting of silicates’, or ‘ambiguity of expression’. The poet is already demonstrating the ‘similarity’ between words (united by their Greek origin) and how their meanings overlap. Further, Bernstein is interested in exploring the ways in which language can be rearranged and made ambiguous to create different ‘composites’ of both sound and meaning. Let us examine some of these ‘Amphibolies’: 
The first part of canon 1 reads: 

Walk slowly

and jump quickly

over

the paths into 

the 

briar. The

pricks are points on a 

map

that take 

you back behind the stares

where shadows are

thickest at

noon.

Here Bernstein describes Benjamin’s journey on the perilous paths of the Spanish border as the philosopher and a few travelling companions walk to try and secure safe passage. Benjamin’s journey was ‘slow’ as he was suffering from a weak heart, a fact documented and explored by Bernstein elsewhere in the libretto. The line “pricks are points on map” evokes a sense of topographical specificity and one which Benjamin was ultimately unable to assail as he wasn’t allowed to pass beyond this point. The phrase also suggests a bird’s eye view of the scene, as well as implying a vulnerability and insignificance of these figures when perceived from such a height. The conceptually loaded and oftentimes ambiguous phraseology is reflected in the line, “where shadows are thickest at noon” which defies perceptible logic. Shadows are thickest at noon, but they are also imperceptibly so being theoretically ‘inside’ the object (the sun directly overhead would make the shadow (if it existed) the same shape of the object). Bernstein’s ambiguity is reflecting the ways in which Benjamin describes the imperceptible or nonsensuous connections contained in language as encompassing, the ‘magical aspect of language’ that he explores in ‘Doctrine of the Similar.’
The lineation of the poem is, so Bernstein tells us in the ‘notes’ to the scene, ‘based on prime numbers, as counted in lines for each stanza and words per line.’
 So, there are thirteen lines in this excerpt and the words per line are 2, 3, 1, 3, 1 and so on. There are thirteen canons in Scene 3 and, as we shall see, this first of the ‘Amphibolies’ has three parts. There are a variety of reasons why Bernstein would choose to use prime numbers as a structuring device. The most obvious, but also the most recondite, is that such a procedure chimes with Benjamin’s life-long dedication to Jewish mysticism, particularly numerology. This dedication informs other preoccupations: Benjamin’s fascination with riddles and paradoxes and his commitment to perceiving order among the ‘pile of debris’ of history he has his Angel of History witness.
 Adopting such a strategy also enables Bernstein an explicit demonstration of ‘various numeric patterns creat[ing] reverberations’ in the scene. Bernstein builds up analogies between lines so a reader may consider the relationship between, for example, the three word lines: ‘and jump quickly’ and ‘the paths into’. This offer of non-linear reading occasioned by the knowledge of the prime number strategy also implies another reason for Bernstein’s adoption of such a technique, namely: functional. In an interview with Eric Denut for The Argotist Online, Bernstein mentions that the musical setting of Scene 3 surprised him. He explains that the scene is “close to a serial poem […] my approach was to leave things wide open, and very various for Brian [Ferneyhough].” Bernstein comments that for the vocal setting of the piece, “Brian has sometimes overlaid the text: different parts of the libretto are sung simultaneously. So the verbal matter becomes part of the acoustic layering of the sound composition.”
 The librettist has written the text in such a way that it lends itself to splicing and manipulation – Ferneyhough could ‘overlay’ all the five word lines in the score for voices, for example. The effect of reading, as I have said above, non-linearly, is to achieve what Bernstein calls in this interview, “a chordal poetics”.
 
But let us look at how the first part of this amphiboly in Canon 1 interacts with the text that follows. The second part of the amphiboly begins:
Fault no lease

add thump whimsy

aver

a sash onto

a

mire.

Here Bernstein undertakes a phonetic transposition to demonstrate the notion of ‘similarity’. Simply put, ‘Fault no lease’ picks up the vowel sounds of ‘Walk slowly’ (/o:/, /ou/, /i:/) as Bernstein mirrors the phonetic cluster with different linguistic units. ‘over’ and ‘aver’ as well as ‘the’ and ‘a’ (/ə/) also share the same sounds. The punning also works visually, particularly in the second lines: ‘jump’ and ‘thump’. To reiterate one of Benjamin’s statements: ‘if words meaning the same thing in different languages are arranged about the signifier as their center, we have to inquire how they all […] are similar to the signified in the center’. Here, we don’t have different languages (though ‘add thump whimsy’ might as well be). Rather we have the same language, but similar sounds clustering around something signified in the ‘center’. But what is this ‘something’? It seems to be the essence behind Benjamin’s thought, an inarticulatable, nonsensuous something realised though the relationship between the units, manifested in de-signifying sound. 

But, almost despite itself, the first line of this second part can be ‘naturalised’ into an (almost) cogent reading. Read as imperative, ‘Fault no lease’ could be understood as, “stick to the rules”. Bernstein explores the nature of law in the opening scene of the libretto, imagining a scene in which an Innkeeper on the Spanish border is admonishing Benjamin and his travelling companion, Henny Gurland for trying to break the rules by travelling without the appropriate visas.
 Bernstein is demonstrating how the sound of words can draw analogies which contribute to an understanding of the essence of the libretto’s concerns. Here the phrase, ‘Fault no lease’ has been generated by homophonic similarity to the phrase ‘Walk slowly’ of the first of the amphibolies. But this phonetic similarity has simultaneously produced a semantic resonance. 

The presence of such tenuous “meanings” is also prevalent in the third part of the first amphiboly, the opening of which reads:

Balk sulky

ant hump prick free

clover

an ash injure

at-

tire.
 

The sound patterning is similar, but this time not the same. ‘sulky’ deviates more obviously from the original, ‘slowly’ than does ‘no lease’, despite the obvious visual difference of the latter. The entrance of the harder /o/ sound of ‘sulky’ couples with the harsh sounding, ‘balk’ to give the opening phrase more force. Both words are also almost onomatopoeic and here Bernstein illustrates another of Benjamin’s considerations that all language has its origin in onomatopoeia.
 The phrase is also comedic, as is the following line, ‘ant hump prick free’. Shadowtime has many moments of such comedic verbal (and visual) punning, puns being the articulation of the ‘shadows’ of words revealing a depth of connotation that remains unrealised if not broken apart and examined in this manner.  


The three parts of the opening amphiboly interact in both simple and complex ways which illustrate and extend the expressive possibility of Benjaminian concepts. Yet, Bernstein has only explored the microscopic elements of phonetic similarity and ambiguity, and the amphibolies comprising canons 5 and 12 illustrate similarity on the level of form. ‘Amphibolies III (Pricks)’ is a direct reversal of the line order of the first amphiboly we have just looked at. It begins:

Noon 

thickest at

where shadows are

you back behind the stares

that take 
map

pricks are points on a

briar. The
   
‘Amphibolies II (Noon)’, on the other hand, is a reversal of line orderings and a mirror image (so the word order is reversed):
noon

at thickest

are shadows where

stares the behind back you

take that

map

a on points are pricks

the briar

As if in concession to the suspension of syntax and grammar as considerations in Amphibolies II (or as a consequence of the dictates of procedure), Bernstein also leaves it unpunctuated. Whilst in Amphibolies III, sense can be made, a reader (and a listener for that matter) struggles with the meaning of the second. Interestingly, Bernstein demonstrates a process whereby reversals have led from sense (Amphibolies I) through nonsense (Amphibolies II) to re-sense if you will (Amphibolies III). Bernstein is at once demonstrating the inherent similarity and dissimilarity of language when subject to the pressures of formal constraints, whilst stripping language to its bare essentials and placing it in a field of non-relation before pulling it back into sense. Such dynamic interaction is the embodiment, or em-word-iment of the conception of dynamic but fragmented interrelations in the universe that Benjamin conceived. The depth of Benjamin’s conception of language and his wider considerations (gestured at and played around with by Bernstein) is articulated in a statement by Terry Eagleton from his Ideology of the Aesthetic:

Benjamin is in search of a surrealist history and politics, one which clings tenaciously to the fragment, the miniature, the stray citation, but which impacts these fragments one upon the other to politically explosive effect, like the Messiah who will transfigure the world by making minor adjustments to it.

Bernstein is clearly drawn to the implications of the ‘minor adjustment’ and endeavours to ‘impact’ ‘fragments’ of sound and sense on each other throughout this scene. 
*

The last excerpts that I shall examine from Scene 3 of the libretto are extensions or permutations of the techniques I have explored hitherto – further explorations of sound, and ‘translation’. It is worth briefly referring to an essay of Bernstein’s entitled,  ‘Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word’ which was originally written as an introductory essay to a collection of pieces of the same name.
 This lengthy essay tackles two topics: the nature of performance in poetry and sound patterning and the broader issue of the relation between sound and meaning. It is in the latter that I am most interested here. Bernstein is clearly passionate on the topic of the role of sound in poetry and the major assertion in this essay is that ‘sound is neither arbitrary nor secondary but constitutive’.
 In this sense, Bernstein makes the claim for the essential ‘iconicity’ of language and in doing so gives a précis of J H Prynne’s essay ‘Stars, Tigers and the Shapes of Words’:
While verbal language may be described as a series of differential sound values, and while it makes sense to say that it is these differences that allow for meaning, it does not follow that the only meaning these sounds have lies in their difference from other sounds. Positive meanings adhere to sound in a number of ways. To speak of the positive, rather than merely negative or differential, meaning of sound does not rely on what might be called “pure” sound symbolism – the perception that particular sounds and dynamic features of sounds […] have intrinsic meaning; though there is much that is appealing in this view, as Walter Benjamin shows in his “Doctrine of the Similar.” The claim that certain sound vibrations have an inhering or immutable meaning is the perhaps mystical nodal point of a constellation of iconic attributes of language […] Iconicity refers to the ability of language to present, rather than represent or designate, its meaning. Here meaning is not something that accompanies the word but is performed by it.

So, Bernstein is interested in the positive meaning of sound which is distinct from mere sound symbolism. Benjamin’s contentions on language’s immutable meaning are the ‘mystical nodal points’ or comparisons of what Bernstein conceives of as the ‘iconic’ attributes of language. In other words, where Benjamin sees mysticism, Bernstein (and Prynne) read iconicity. Performance of poetry – both in a public sphere and the performance of language on the page – enables an understanding of the verbal-ness of language. Here Bernstein demonstrates his interest in exploring more than a simple symbolism of sound as having intrinsic meaning, but rather in understanding the contributory qualities of sound in and of itself to ‘present, rather than represent or designate, its meaning.’ In Shadowtime, the poet uses various devices to illustrate and extend this notion. 
I’ll close by looking at a few more excerpts: Canon 9, “dew and die” which, as Bernstein explains, ‘is a homophonic (sound) translation of a poem by Ernst Jandl’, and canon 10  which ‘refers to a key Benjamin concept: schein’.
 Bernstein is everywhere employing homophonic similarity in order to explore Benjamin’s themes. However, it is at this point that Bernstein is his most systematic. The poet elsewhere accredits the idea of ‘homophonic’ translation to Louis Zukofsky. In his introduction to an edition of Zukofsky’s Selected Poems, Bernstein notes that when translating Catullus, the poet and Celia Zukofsky, ‘developed a technique that has come to be called homophonic translation – translation with a special emphasis on sound rather than lexical meanings’.
 
The original opening lines of Ernst Jandl’s poem ‘der und die’ read:
kam der und die kam und die kam vor ihm ins tal und

das war der ort und die sah hin und her und tat das

oft und war müd und bös und wie eis und sah him und 

her bis der kam der ins talk am und nun los und das

Jandl is clearly exploiting the whole affective spectrum of the visual and phonetic dimensions of language – the insistent three letter words, the short, sharp vowel clusters and the tactical scattering of ‘unds’ mesmerise in both sight and sound. 

Bernstein renders the lines as:

can dew and die can and die can tie his sin tap and

the war dew hoe and die has him and her and tar the

pry and war mud and bog and tug eye and has him and

her bug dew can dew sin sap can and not lie and the

Bernstein retains the insistent rhythm of the original lines, primarily by giving a literal translation of ‘und’ (‘and’). This is, of course, a direct translation with no consideration of homophones as ‘und’ is usually pronounced ‘unt’. However, Bernstein literally translates ‘das’ as ‘the’, whilst rendering the other preposition, ‘die’ as ‘die’. Again, this is more visual punning than phonetic but we can see the creativity of the method: the insistent repetition of the English verb, ‘die’ is violently arresting. Similarly, the German ‘war müd und bös’ (approximately: past tense of ‘sein’, to be or ‘was’; ‘tired’; ‘and’; ‘bad’) is rendered by Bernstein as ‘war mud and bog’. Was becomes war, tired becomes mud and bad becomes bog. Bernstein’s homophonic renderings transpose the words of the original into a lexical field connoting filth, war and death. ‘Der’ becomes ‘dew’ with the shadow of the word ‘Jew’ on its back. ‘hin und her’, in Jandl’s German (‘back and forth’) becomes the pronouns for the characters of Henny [Gurland] and Walter (‘him and her’), who are, incidentally, in a state of going ‘back and forth’ with concern about their visas. We can see how Bernstein is flexing his poetic licence to demonstrate the extent to which both visual and phonetic similarity can be exploited and how he finds yet another way to explore this theme.
Bernstein is careful to make his homophonic translation reverberate with the rest of the scene. His translation ends by rendering Jandl’s line: ‘tal riβ und goβ und den ort naβ und müd lag auf uns’ into ‘tap rib and bob and ken orb nab and mud lag out sun’.
 This is followed directly by the tenth canon, ‘Schein’ which reads in its entirety: 

There’s no crime like the 

shine in the space between 

shine and shame.
.

No shine like the mine between meaning and history. No space

like the rime between shine and face. No rime like the

lace between time and memory.

Bernstein moves from one ‘translation’ (of Jandl), whose insistent words connote the sun (‘orb’, ‘sun’) and comprehension (‘ken’), to a subtle phonetic refinement – in the last canon - of the concepts of light, knowledge and the use of artistry (‘rime’) to access or expose these ‘spaces’ between words. On reading these excerpts, a reader is struck by the sense that many of Bernstein’s lines are just beyond the horizon of comprehension; a reader has to stretch the mind to attempt to grip on to a meaning. He is using translation and subtle phonetic transmutations, refinements and the ‘adjustments’ that Eagleton writes about, to explore the shadows of Benjamin’s philosophy. It is here that Bernstein is most explicit about the implication of the ‘spaces’ between words and the way in which the sounds and senses of words mingle and overlap to fill these spaces with ‘something’. As I have shown, this also applies to the visual aspect of the text too as the eye perceives a space of similarity that unites the words.
Bernstein is attempting to ‘translate’ the spirit of Benjamin in many ways into the poetic project of Shadowtime. Describing Shadowtime in the interview with Eric Denut, Bernstein states that, “One of the themes I focussed on in the libretto is “translation.” There are several levels of translations going on in Shadowtime. For one thing, even if my text exists by itself, what is more interesting is that it becomes absorbed, subsumed into the music of the opera – the Shadowtime of Brian Ferneyhough. That subsuming is a process of translation.”
 If Bernstein positions himself and Ferneyhough as ‘translators’ of Walter Benjamin’s life and ideas, the librettist must find techniques in which to demonstrate all the implications of these translations on the page. We have seen some of these ways by examining details from the third scene of Shadowtime. The rest of the libretto features – among other techniques –  ‘reworkings of two poems by […] Heinrich Heine’, a ‘tableau […] based on the permutations of phrases from Benjamin’s essay “Hashish in Marseilles”’ and a scene in which Bernstein ‘play[s] on negative dialectics’.
 Such textual strategies both exemplify and extend the numerous ‘archives’ of both sensuous and ‘nonsensuous’ similarities that exist in language. Benjamin’s work has given Bernstein licence to explore the more recondite and mystical aspects of the nature of language, whilst also enabling him to extend the canon of his own experiments with style. 
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