
Thought . . . to the Purpose

The vocation of a journal is to proclaim the spirit of its age. Relevance to the 
present is more important even than unity or clarity, and a journal would be 
doomed—like the newspapers—to insubstantiality if it did not give voice to 
a vitality powerful enough to salvage even its more dubious components by 
validating them. In fact, a journal whose relevance for the present has no 
historical justification should not exist at all. The Romantic Athenäum is still a 
model today precisely because its claim to historical relevance was unique. 
At the same time it proves—if proof were needed—that we should not look 
to the public to supply the yardstick by which true relevance to the present is 
to be measured. Every journal ought to follow the example of the Athenäum. 
It should be rigorous in its thought and unwavering in its readiness to say 
what it believes, without any concessions to its public, particularly where it is 
a matter of distilling what is truly relevant from the sterile pageant of new and 
fashionable events, the exploitation of which can be left to the newspapers.

Moreover, for any journal that conceives itself in this way, criticism remains 
the guardian of the house. If in its infancy criticism was forced to combat 
commonplace viciousness, the situation nowadays is different . . . Both critical 
discourse and the habit of judgment stand in need of renewal. Only a terrorist 
campaign will suffice to overcome that imitation of great painting that goes 
by the name of literary Expressionism. If in such annihilating criticism it is 
essential to fill in the larger context—and how else could it succeed?—the 
task of positive criticism, even more than before and even more than for 
the Romantics, must be to concentrate on the individual work of art. For the 
function of great criticism is not, as is often thought, to instruct by means of 
historical descriptions or to educate through comparisons, but to cognize by 
immersing itself in the object. Criticism must account for the truth of works, a 
task just as essential for literature as for philosophy. 

—Walter Benjamin, “Announcement of the Journal Angelus Novus”
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