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J.W. Ritter and Walter Benjamin

Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) admired and cherished the writings of the Romantic scientist J.W. Ritter (1776-1810). Though not widely known today, J.W. Ritter is a central figure in the circles of early German Romanticism. He is one of the most important members of the Jena circle. He is credited with the “discovery” of ultra-violet radiation and a number of other important contributions to science. His Fragments from the “Nachlass” of a young Physicist provide us with some of the most important examples of Romantic science. 

Benjamin had a special affinity to the Fragments. He calls the prologue to Ritter’s book the ‘most significant confessional prose of German Romanticism’. In I unpack my Library, Benjamin tells the remarkable story of how he acquires an original edition of Ritter’s book through cunning and strategy, and how much he treasures –in fact, fetishizes– it. Ritter is also a prominent figure in the Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels where Benjamin discusses the scientist’s ‘genius’ writings on language, script, and music. 

In this paper, I want to illuminate an important aspect of the relationship between Ritter and Benjamin in a new way. The scholarship around Ritter has not really paid much attention to his connection to Benjamin, mostly focussing on his scientific achievements and views. While Anglophone Benjamin scholarship occasionally acknowledges Ritter’s influence upon him, it in no way engages seriously with either content or form of the Fragments (this is probably mostly due to a lack of translation of Ritter’s work; the Fragments remained untranslated until 2010). The rare studies that do investigate the relation between these two thinkers focus on the role of music (Holland; Menke), although theories of quotation and memory form further points of connection. 

I will show that the specific connection between Benjamin and Ritter is important in more ways than has been thought so far. In my paper I will argue that a significant link between Benjamin and Ritter is established through the formal presentation of Ritter’s thoughts in fragmentary form. Ritter maintains that he thinks in fragments, although he also thinks in a specifically holistic way. Benjamin’s engagement, and ultimate idealisation, of Ritter is deeply connected to this formal tension, and the claims Ritter attaches to them. The most significant aspect of this connection is Ritter’s theory of signs, which Benjamin takes up in covert ways throughout his oeuvre. Ritter, and his fragmentary writing in particular, become central to Benjamin’s theorisation of language – a topic of continuous scholarly importance. Thus understanding Ritter’s influence and claim upon Benjamin’s conception of signs and language will ultimately allow us to understand both Ritter’s authorship better as well as provide us with new evidence for the Romantic and fragmentary sources of Benjamin’s linguistic theory. 
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