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Toward a Benjaminian  
Theory of Dialectical Allegory

Matthew Wilkens

Because the earliest rude world was too crude 
and uncivilized and people could not therefore 
correctly grasp and understand the teachings of 
wisdom and heavenly things, wise men had to 
conceal and bury what they had discovered for 
the cultivation of the fear of God, morality, and 
good conduct, in rhymes and fables, to which the 
common people were disposed to listen.

—Martin Opitz

O
ver the last two decades, the narrative and philosophical 
problems posed by allegory have become increasingly central to 
literary studies. In spite of this fact, and in spite of the general 

recognition that Walter Benjamin’s writings on allegory provide much 
of the foundation for contemporary work in the field, existing critiques 
of Benjamin’s theory of allegory are largely unsatisfactory. This is the 
case less because they are mistaken in their understanding of Benjamin 
himself than because they have tended to limit themselves to discussing 
his work in light of Paul de Man’s writings on the same topic.1 The dif-
ficulty in this approach is that de Man rarely engages Benjamin’s theories 
of allegory in any direct way, leaving his commentators to construct a 
de Manian reading of Benjamin’s work and vice versa.2 While there is 
no reason to believe that this approach cannot work, there exists an 
evident strain in most of the attempts to put it into practice due to the 
difficulty of reconciling Benjamin’s dialectical and historical approach 
to the problem with de Man’s rhetorical and temporal emphasis.

Among those studies of allegory that have chosen to remain focused 
on Benjamin alone, most have drawn either on the second part of The 

Origin of German Tragic Drama (Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels) or on 
his assorted later writings on Charles Baudelaire.3 In doing so, they have 
generally failed to remark upon, or have sought to minimize, the signifi-
cant shift in material and theoretical emphasis between Benjamin’s earlier 
and later work.4 This has resulted in an underemphasis of Benjamin’s 
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concern for the social context from which allegory emerges, as well as a 
misidentification of the methodology that does underlie the two sets of 
texts. It is possible, however, to connect the early and late work without 
flattening the objects of their respective studies and without creating an 
ahistorical theory of allegory. To do so requires, in addition to an aware-
ness of the historical moments from which the Trauerspiele and Baudelaire 
emerged, an examination of the link between allegory and dialectics.

The Baroque Era

Benjamin’s theory of Baroque allegory, developed in The Origin of 

German Tragic Drama, begins with an examination of the symbol, which 
he argues was misconstrued by the Romantics. The problem, he claims, 
is that the Romantic conception of the symbol treated it as the mani-
festation of an idea. In doing so, the Romantics consigned the symbol 
to a position of mediation between the subject who perceives it and the 
disembodied essence it represents. This is in marked contrast to what 
Benjamin calls the “genuine,” theological conception of the symbol as 
a “unity of the material and the transcendental object.”5 The distinction 
is an important one; in the former case, the symbol is only incidental 
to an experience that involves fundamentally subject and object, and 
that does not manage to collapse fully the distinction between them. In 
fact it seems possible that it will reinforce their disjunction insofar as it 
(the symbol) may in practice function imperfectly, that is, fail to vanish 
transparently, with the result that the subject will establish a relationship 
with the representation of the object as provided by the symbol rather 
than with the symbolized object itself. Benjamin’s theological symbol, 
on the other hand, is a dialectical synthesis of physical and immaterial 
objects. As such, it eliminates the need for representation, and with it 
the rigorous separation of perceiving subject and represented object. 
The canonical example of the theological symbol is Christ, who is not a 
physical representation of God, but is God, made material but remain-
ing nevertheless transcendent. Christ’s death can then redeem the sins 
of man not because He is the synecdochal representative of mankind 
but because, as the unity of transcendence and materiality, He is also 
mankind, which makes his death also man’s death.

Whether or not this theological conception of the symbol can func-
tion outside a religious context seems an open question, since it is not 
clear by what power other than divine intervention in metaphysics the 
interchangeability or interpenetration of immanent and transcendent 
objects can be achieved. So long as the prevailing worldview is essentially 
Christian, however, it is possible that this uncertainty will not arise or will 
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not be considered pressing, because the distinction between religious 
and secular literature (or between soul and intellect) will not be seen as 
an importantly ambiguous one.6 Likewise in a fully secularized period, 
this problem is unlikely to give general pause, having been consigned 
to the consideration of specialists in theology. In a secularizing (but not 
yet fully secularized) age, however, it may cause substantial difficulty 
for those who produce and consume literature and literary knowledge. 
This seems to be a plausible description of both the Baroque and the 
Romantic periods, though of course in quite different ways, not the least 
of which follow from their relative historical positions with respect to 
the Enlightenment.

The Romantics inherited from the Enlightenment a world in which 
the mystical connection of material and immaterial objects in the theo-
logical symbol was not regarded as an adequate explanation of symbolic 
effectiveness, but in which some form of unmediated symbolic effect 
was nevertheless considered both plausible and desirable. This is the 
conviction underlying Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s description of, and 
preference for, the symbolic in poetry, as well as the basis of William 
Wordsworth’s conception of the poetic relationship between man and 
nature. Coleridge writes:

[A]n Allegory is but a translation of abstract notions into a picture-language 
which is itself nothing but an abstraction from objects of the senses; the principle 
being more worthless even than its phantom proxy, both alike unsubstantial, 
and the former shapeless to boot. On the other hand a Symbol (oJ e“stin a“ei 
tauthgovricon)7 is characterized by a translucence of the Special in the Individual 
or of the General in the Especial or of the Universal in the General. Above all 
by the Eternal through and in the Temporal. It always partakes of the Reality 
which it renders intelligible; and while it annunciates the whole, abides itself as 
a living part of the Unity, of which it is the representative.8

This conception effectively reverses an earlier, fully Christian relationship 
between the symbol and theology. It proceeds from the assumption that 
it is the symbol that is epistemologically valid because it (the symbol) is 
not estranged or abstracted from the “Reality” and the “Unity” that are 
its substance. We may therefore, argues Coleridge, depend upon our 
knowledge of symbols to derive knowledge of the entities or ideas they 
(literally) embody, a principle that extends even to theological cases. 
Allegory, because it is insubstantial, can provide no such assurance of 
knowledge; it merely represents by substituting one abstraction (its 
“picture-language” vehicle) for another (the abstract “notion” that is 
its tenor), never coming nearer to the substantiality that he insists is a 
necessary component of true knowledge.
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Coleridge’s continued emphasis on materiality as the basis of knowledge 
is an intermediate formation in the larger movement, then in progress, 
away from a Christian worldview. It continues to privilege incarnation 
(now in the generic symbol rather than necessarily in Christ) even as it 
offers a new, tropological basis for the theology that spawned the original 
preference for material manifestation. It does not, however, represent 
a dialectical response to a situation that seems to require one, in which 
sacred and secular or technological orientations are contending for 
interpretive hegemony. Instead it forces the two alternatives together 
without resolving the tension between them, arguing for the possibility 
(even the inevitability) of empirical support through the symbol for the 
transcendence that remains the final object of knowledge. Or at least this 
is what Coleridge claims to have done; as de Man observes, his concep-
tion of the symbol as fundamentally material is rendered doubtful by his 
use of “translucence,” which suggests little in the way of solid material-
ity and is indeed difficult to distinguish rigorously from the disparaged 
“reflection” held to be characteristic of allegory.9

This slippage in Coleridge’s—and by extension in Romanticism’s—
treatment of the symbol may not have carried so far as Benjamin’s critique 
of it would suggest, but it remains an important difficulty. The problem 
is in essence one of representation. The ideal Romantic symbol does not 
represent at all, because it collapses idea into experience. But this posi-
tion is either empiricist, in which case we may reasonably ask in what way 
it is related to poetic (rather than scientific or historical) expression, or 
it is mystical, in which case it is a matter of direct revelatory experience 
rather than of second-hand poetic account. The problem in both cases, 
however, is the same, namely that experience must be made available at 
second hand. When there exists an accepted guarantor of the fidelity of 
representation, whether it is God or nature or the market, representation 
can pass as presentation, that is, it can stand in lieu of direct experience. 
Coleridge’s suggestion is that the material world can play the role of this 
guarantor, in fact that it has displaced God in becoming the way to Him 
rather than vice versa, a position that only seems plausible on a wide 
scale after the Enlightenment.

In the seventeenth century, however, one encounters at most a pre-
monition of this reversal, not its attainment. The secular and divine 
worlds remain antithetical, though the clear consensus of the former’s 
subservience to, rather than independence from, the latter suggests 
a relationship between them. As Benjamin explains, allegory helps to 
elucidate the nature of this link. The shifting relationships between 
symbols and their referents in heraldry and emblems, he writes, had 
already shown that “any person, any object, any relationship can mean 
absolutely anything else”: 
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With this possibility a destructive, but just verdict is passed on the profane world: 
it is characterized as a world in which the detail is of no great importance. But 
. . . all of the [profane] things which are used to signify derive, from the very 
fact of their pointing to something else, a power which . . . can sanctify them. 
Considered in allegorical terms, then, the profane world is both elevated and 
devalued. This religious dialectic of content has its formal correlative in the 
dialectic of convention and expression. For allegory is both: convention and 
expression; and both are inherently contradictory. (OG 175)

Baroque allegory is thus an attempt to mediate between the divine and the 
secular. It does so not, as was the case with the Romantic or theological 
symbol, by conflating them (regardless of which one takes precedence 
over the other), but by establishing them within a narrative context. 

This has several important consequences for allegory as it existed in the 
Baroque period, as well as for a general understanding of its forms. The 
first and most readily apparent to us today is derived from Benjamin’s 
insistence that context influences interpretation through the dialectic of 
convention and expression. This fact, combined with the arbitrariness of 
reference observed in emblematics, might suggest a perpetually allegori-
cal world, one in which each representational expression points beyond 
itself to another, equally arbitrary or conventional version of itself, ad 
infinitum. But as a practical matter this is not what we observe in the 
historically specific examples considered by Benjamin. In the case of the 
emblem books, he points out that there was a time when they functioned 
unproblematically, that is, when each element of an emblem could be 
read as the logical condensation of a clear, readily apparent idea. These 
emblems constituted a form of shorthand notation, which meant that 
they were not, strictly speaking, necessary, because the information they 
conveyed could have been communicated directly (as was indeed the case 
when it was collected into books of heraldry, for example). The particular 
epistemological paradigm of the historical period in which emblemata 
functioned unproblematically need not be known to us—it is enough to 
have evidence that it did indeed exist.10 As Benjamin observes, however, 
this transparency of emblematic meaning was becoming recognized as 
unreliable in the seventeenth century, in part due to conflicting schemes 
of contemporary codification and in part due to the persistence of 
“meanings handed down from the ancients” that were no longer felt to 
be compatible with any of their modern counterparts.11

Once such unreliability was introduced, the “destructive, but just 
verdict” against the profane world derived from its lack of semantic 
specificity could quickly follow. The terms in which it was to be leveled, 
however, could not have been entirely clear, since the problem itself 
stemmed from a difficulty or instability of representation. In this case, 
a critique or evaluation of the new situation would need to be made 
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indirectly, or would in any event become indirect insofar as the old 
mode of representation and interpretation had been eroded without 
its successor having yet emerged. It is allegory that does exactly this: 
it communicates a meaning that, for whatever reason, cannot (or will 
not) be stated directly.12 Thus it is allegory that became the preferred 
literary mode of the Baroque era as its authors attempted to map out a 
new relationship between the sacred and the profane.

As already suggested, the relationship between these two terms needs 
to be considered in a way that is historically specific. Baroque allegory 
responded not to a general, ahistorical dialectic between the religious 
and the secular—an ahistorical dialectic is probably a contradiction in 
terms—but to the matter as it stood at the threshold of the Enlighten-
ment and to that moment’s specific problems of representation. Where 
the earlier prevalence of allegory in the medieval period may have been 
accurately explained by Martin Opitz as a necessary response to a “crude 
and uncivilized” world in need of religious instruction,13 the authors of 
the Baroque era faced a different obstacle in the decay of an existing 
sacred paradigm. Their response to this problem was to rely on a form 
that was itself a kind of “ruin” (Benjamin’s term, of course), one that was 
fragmented rather than unified and that shared with ruins a manifesta-
tion of the antagonistic relationship between nature (as a force of decay) 
and history (as a constructive impulse). The ruin is a man-made object 
stripped of its details and ornamentation by an extended confrontation 
with the natural elements; it retains parts of its original design, but it is 
altered in ways not foreseen by its creators. These alterations are, more-
over, shocking in the way they defamiliarize objects even as those objects 
remain recognizable as the understructure of what they once were.

All of these points mapped onto the principal features of Baroque al-
legory and the epistemological situation to which it responded. Unlike 
the symbol, the effectiveness of which was based on the unifiability of 
vehicle and tenor (and of author and reader), Baroque allegory main-
tained the divisions between them without displacing entirely the idea of 
their relationship as supplied by the formal dialectic between convention 
and expression, itself allegorized for the Baroque through the interplay 
of history and nature in the ruin. Convention, the reified form of his-
torical consciousness, found its form in the unified and orthodox object 
of human agency, whereas expression, its necessarily fragmentary and 
heterodox antithesis, consisted in the uniquely determined, individual 
disintegration of that object.

When the contradictions of religious belief were beginning to be per-
ceived, but could not yet be addressed directly, tragedy offered to the 
Baroque allegorists an ideal historical formation on which to perform 
the expressive, particularizing work of transformation through decay. 
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Trauerspiel altered the conventional metanarratives of tragedy—the in-
evitable triumph of divine will over human agency, say—into something 
no longer obviously explicable—unmotivated suffering or repetition in 
place of progress toward resolution and catharsis, for example. These 
inexplicable narrative objects were then to be collected and stored as 
the raw material for a new schematization and as the basis of a new 
knowledge that would make sense of them, but which the age was not yet 
ready to produce. In creating these objects, Trauerspiel pointed toward 
the crisis in representation that underlay it by demonstrating both the 
failure of an established form (tragedy) to stabilize meaning in the way 
it once had done and the necessary contradiction of using a language 
“heavy with material display” (OG 200) to explicate an immaterial the-
ology. It did these things, however, without proposing a solution to the 
crisis. A return to the pre-Christian pantheon was clearly unworkable, 
as the transformation of tragedy into Trauerspiel showed, while the 
turn to empirical science that would eventually authorize the Romantic 
reversal of immanent and transcendent priority in the symbol was still a 
century off. Thus Baroque allegory, even as it worked on themes derived 
from tragedy, served primarily as a marker or symptom of the changing 
dialectical relationship between theology and nature.

Baudelaire, the Arcades, and the Commodity Form

There are a number of possible explanations for the fact that this 
view of Baroque allegory has not generally been tied to Benjamin’s later 
work on Baudelaire and allegory in the Passagen-Werk. In addition to 
mundane issues—the Arcades was not translated into English until 1999 
(though many of the Baudelaire writings derived from it were available 
earlier); there exists little other work linking the German Baroque to 
the French nineteenth century; the periods themselves are sufficiently 
removed from one another as to discourage unified treatment—the more 
fundamental factor inhibiting study of Benjamin’s theory of allegory as 
a singular object is the presence of what appear to be several important 
contradictions or incompatibilities between his views in the two texts. In 
the Ursprung, for example, Benjamin maintains an apparently neutral 
stance toward progress and teleology as they apply to the process of al-
legorical interpretation, while in the Arcades progressivist historiography 
is explicitly shunned. On this basis, myth is much more rigorously dif-
ferentiated from allegory in the Arcades than in the Trauerspiel book. A 
Marxian analysis of commodity production is also a prominent feature 
of the latter work, but is entirely absent from the Ursprung.
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Although it is conceivable that Benjamin modified substantially his 
understanding of allegory after he wrote the Ursprung (and doubtless 
there were changes), it is also possible that the continuity between the 
early and late work is more substantial than is usually recognized. One of 
the things that makes this continuity difficult to perceive is the historical 
specificity of the allegorical impulse. If the argument offered in the pre-
ceding pages is correct, it is likely both that some eras will produce more 
and better allegorical writing than will others (they will be “allegorical” 
ages in a way that others are not) and that allegories produced during 
different eras will have divergent emphases and techniques. In this case 
the actual allegorical production of one period may look markedly dif-
ferent from that of another, a situation likely to obfuscate whatever is 
common to them both. Studies like Benjamin’s, which develop a theory 
of allegory only incidentally to a broader examination of a particular 
period, are bound to appear even more divergent or inconsistent in 
this regard. On the other hand, the breadth and diversity of Benjamin’s 
subject material can help to produce a theory of allegory that does not 
mistake the particularities of any one period for fundamental features 
of the form itself.

The claim to this point has been that allegory is a response to a crisis 
in representation, a crisis that was brought on in the Baroque era by 
the waning of Christian hermeneutic hegemony prior to the clear emer-
gence of an alternative worldview. This set of circumstances produced 
an awareness of the dialectical relationship between the divine and the 
secular without providing the terms (or concepts) through which their 
synthesis could be thought. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
provided these terms, which were, in extreme shorthand, experimental 
science and its technological derivatives, empire, and commodification. 
Of these it is clearly the commodity that most interests Benjamin in the 
Arcades, especially in connection with allegory. The commodity, he argues, 
had appeared to solve, through the mechanism of monetary exchange, 
the problem of relating objects that have no natural connection to one 
another. This fact, coupled with commodity fetishism—which replaced 
“the mutual relations of the producers . . . [with] a social relation between 
the products”14—allowed any relationship, whether between objects or 
between abstractions (such as social relationships, ideas, and so on) to 
be expressed in objectified (monetary) terms. With this “solution,” the 
widespread motivation for allegory essentially disappeared; any object 
could be represented by the value embodied in its monetary equivalent 
and any abstraction or relationship between ideas could be cast as in-
volving only objects. If any two things could be set in relation to one 
another in a way that was stable and widely recognizable, there was no 
broad crisis of representation. This was true even if, as Marx and Benja-
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min both observe, it is not possible to determine in advance the exact 
relationship between value and price in any individual transaction; it is 
enough that the market provides a mechanism for transforming the value 
crystallized in commodities into its visible and universal equivalent—the 
money commodity—that is taken as reliable by its participants.15 

The nineteenth century was for this reason an anti-allegorical era. 
This is not to say, however, that allegory was entirely unavailable to 
it, but merely that the conditions were not such that allegory would 
become its dominant aesthetic form. Baudelaire was one of the few 
writers of his time to work against the grain of transparency established 
through the commodity. Benjamin explains the relationship between 
commodity and allegory, and Baudelaire’s place in it, by referring to 
the difference between the Baroque era and Baudelaire’s own. In the 
former, he argues:

[T]he fetish character of the commodity was still relatively undeveloped. And 
the commodity had not yet so deeply engraved its stigma—the proletarianization 
of the producers—on the process of production. Allegorical perception could 
thus constitute a style in the seventeenth century, in a way that it no longer 
could in the nineteenth. Baudelaire as an allegorist was entirely isolated. He 
sought to recall the experience of the commodity to an allegorical experience. 
(AP 347/J67,2)

This formulation regards the Baroque from an angle different than the 
one adopted in the Ursprung (and followed above), but not fundamentally 
at odds with it. In the Arcades, Benjamin looks back to the Baroque as an 
era contributing (however indirectly) to the formation of the nineteenth 
century, which remains his primary object of study, hence his reading of 
the relationship between the two is performed primarily in the terms of 
the latter. Thus what is clear in retrospect—namely, that the commodity 
and the technological, industrial, and mass processes associated with it 
eventually provided the solution to the Baroque’s crisis of representa-
tion—is here named as a lack in the earlier period allowing it to develop 
an allegorical “style.” The affirmative conditions of the Baroque, which 
are equally necessary for this development, are left implicit in this for-
mulation, but they are not contradicted by it.

More important, however, is the central homology that allows Ben-
jamin to link Baudelaire, as allegorist, to the Baroque. His claims that 
the poet attempted to “recall the experience of the commodity to an 
allegorical experience” and that for Baudelaire the “allegorical experi-
ence was primary” (rather than following from a conflict between the 
divine and the secular [AP 324/J53a,1]) are instructive. The centrality to 
Baudelaire’s work of his attempt to allegorize the experience of the com-
modity suggests both that he (like Marx and Benjamin) identified it as a 
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fundamental feature of his age and that this experience was unsettled or 
unsatisfactory in a way that called for a specifically allegorical response. 
This situation might be explained by the way in which the commodity 
appeared to provide a solution to the problem of the divine and natural 
worlds as their dialectical synthesis. The commodity was able to provide 
a mapping between them, becoming in the process the new master nar-
rative of its age. Unlike the situation of the Baroque, however, there was 
no general perception that this master narrative was inadequate, but this 
fact obviously did not preclude individual nineteenth century authors 
(Baudelaire among them) from distrusting the reliability of representa-
tions mediated by the commodity form, even when they could not com-
mand a compelling alternative with which to oppose it.

This difficulty was of course not an individual failing of the nineteenth 
century allegorist, since a critique of the prevailing interpretive schema 
is always illogical or incomplete insofar as it fails to make use of that 
schema’s categories and methods. The implication is that allegory in 
Baudelaire’s time had the structure and function of prophesy; it pointed 
toward a changed condition, but appealed only to those who already 
held what was by definition an irrational belief in the inadequacy of their 
current system. The claim that Baudelaire’s allegory made, visible to us 
today if not to his contemporaries, was that the rule of the commodity 
as interpretant contained within itself a lack or contradiction that would 
eventually render it untenable as the guarantor of meaning, just as had 
Christian theology. As was suggested in the case of the Baroque, allegory 
was the appropriate—and perhaps the only—vehicle for this critique. It 
allowed the problem (the arbitrariness of price formation and the fe-
tishization of the commodity that covered it over) to be framed without 
suggesting that there was an available answer to it. To do otherwise, to 
insist that allegory had or could arrive at a superior method by which 
to communicate a determinate meaning, would be merely to repeat the 
issue in new terms. It was better, then, to demonstrate the possibility of 
looseness in meaning without going beyond it to suggest that it could 
yet be eliminated in a new way.16

What Baudelaire shared with the Baroque, then, was neither subject 
matter, nor worldview, nor technique in any normal sense. It was instead 
an intuition both that their ages understood themselves in terms that 
failed to cohere stably and that the response they could offer to the 
problem was itself necessarily tentative, that it would undo itself as well. 
Baudelaire’s meta-allegorical “Allégorie,”17 a text surprisingly rarely cited 
in connection with Benjamin and the Arcades, demonstrates this problem 
in the stubborn obscurity and ambiguity with which it glosses its title and 
in the connection it draws between allegory and the prostitute, who is 
the idealized incarnation of her age’s interpretive scheme (replacing as 
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she does a relation between humans with a relation between things). 
Baudelaire’s characterization of allegory as a woman removed from the 
world while welcoming it with open arms is an apt figuration of Benjamin’s 
views in the Ursprung and the Arcades. In both cases, allegory is open 
to the situation that produces it even as it draws away into mystery and 
contradiction. To the charge that this explanation is a kind of obfusca-
tion, Benjamin seems content to agree, subject to the proviso that the 
case could not really be otherwise resolved.

Duke University
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produced a theory of unvarying allegory—one perfected in the Ursprung and devoted to 
the problem of the Immergleiche, the eternal same—and so insists on maintaining the role 
of death and decay as central loci of determination even in the later work on Baudelaire. 
(In a symptom of this anti-developmental position, his study is organized in reverse-chrono-
logical order, beginning with the theses “On the Concept of History” and concluding 
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translation (Boston: Godine, 1982), 132.


