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 Paul Celan' Other: History, Poetics, and Ethics

 Amir Eshel

 Reverence for the secret of the crooked-

 nose creature - that is a way to the poem.
 - Paul Celan

 On the evening of October 26, 1960, Paul Celan stood before the Ger-
 man Academy of Language and Literature [Deutsche Akademie fiir
 Sprache und Dichtung] and delivered what would become one of the
 most significant poetological speeches of the twentieth century - his

 Btichner Prize speech, also known as the "Meridian" speech.' After his
 opening remarks on the tension between art [Kunst] and poetry [Dich-
 tung], Celan emphatically stated:

 The poem intends another, needs this other, needs one across from it.
 It goes toward it, bespeaks it [Es sucht es auf es spricht sich ihm zu].

 For the poem heading toward the other, everything and everyone is a
 figure of this other.

 1. Paul Celan, Der Meridian, ed. Bernhard Bfschenstein and Heino Schmull, in
 collaboration with Michael Schwarzkopf and Christiane Wittkop, in Werke, TUbingen edi-
 tion (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1999) 9 (translation modified). The "Meridian" speech
 will be cited in the text in this edition as PCTM, followed by the page number. The edi-
 tors' notes will be cited in these footnotes as PCTM-Notes, followed by the page number.

 The English version of Celan's delivered "Meridian" speech is quoted from Paul Celan,
 Collected Prose, trans. Rosmarie Waldrop (Manchester: Carcanet, 1986) 37-55. I will
 quote this edition in the text parenthetically as M, followed by the page number. For fur-
 ther information on Celan's juxtaposition of Kunst and Dichtung, see Christoph Parry,
 "Meridian und Flaschenpost: Intertextualittit als Provokation des Lesers bei Paul Celan,"
 Celan Jahrbuch 6 (1995): 25-50, and Axel Gellhaus, "Die Polarisierung von 'Poesie' und
 'Kunst' bei Paul Celan," Celan Jahrbuch 6 (1995): 51-92.

 57
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 58 Paul Celan s Other

 The attentiveness that the poem pays to all that it encounters, its more
 acute sense of detail, outline, structure, color . .. is not, I think,

 achieved by an eye competing..,. with ever more precise instruments,
 but rather by a kind of concentration mindful of all our dates.

 "Attentiveness," if you allow me a quote from Malebranche via
 Walter Benjamin's essay on Kafka, "Attentiveness is the natural
 prayer of the soul."

 Celan's double semanticization of "the other" - as an impersonal "es"
 and as a personal "ihm" - points to the difficulties of Celan's opaque sen-
 tences. What, precisely, is the "attentiveness" Celan is addressing? How
 can a poem - linguistic signs on a sheet of paper - need anything or
 anyone? How can it "bespeak"; what does it mean that those letters and
 words are "a figure" of the other? And, most significantly, who or what is
 this "other"? In what follows, I will address these questions while drawing
 on the recently published notes Celan had written prior to the delivery of
 his "Meridian" speech, on the speech itself, and on Celan's poetry. Celan's
 complex poetics, as it emerges out of his aphoristic notes and his "Merid-
 ian" speech, can be shown to touch on one of the key issues of contempo-
 rary literary criticism - the intersection of aesthetics and ethics.2

 This intersection raises several problems at the forefront of contempo-

 rary debates, among them the presuppositions of aesthetic production
 and perception, the premises of literary interpretation, and the relation-
 ship between literature and philosophy.3 In treading the line between
 poetics and ethics (and thus in following the liminal discursive steps
 taken before him by Heidegger and Jiinger, among others), Celan situ-
 ates himself within a tradition of aesthetic thought that reaches back to

 Plato's Republic (Book 2, 10). In this tradition, the poem is recognized
 not just as an object of aesthetic production or admiration or as a source
 of delight, but also as fully capable of propelling and allowing action.
 The poem in effect is invested with agency. To be sure, Celan's "Merid-
 ian" notes, and indeed his entire oeuvre, indicate that he was not only
 well aware of such issues, but that quite some time before the discourse

 2. See Marjorie Garber, Beatrice Hansen, and Rebecca L. Walkowitz, eds., The
 Turn to Ethics (New York: Routledge, 2000); the special issue, Ethics and Literary Study,
 PMLA 114 (Jan. 1999), especially Lawrence Buell, "Introduction: In Pursuit of Ethics" 7-
 19; Jerrold Levinson, ed., Aesthetics and Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998); and
 Adam Zachary Newton, Narrative Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995) 3-69.

 3. See Newton 61, and Martha Nussbaum, Love 's Knowledge: Essays on Philoso-
 phy and Literature (New York: Oxford UP, 1990) 20.
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 Amir Eshel 59

 of the other became a staple of academic debate in the wake of postco-
 lonial and gender theory, Celan envisioned poetry as a form of dia-
 logue, encounter, and provocation that avoids the reduction of the other
 to a single realm of signification and that thus constantly points toward a
 nonutopian, yet decisively ethical horizon.

 I

 My point of departure is historical. When the Bukovina-born Paul
 Celan was informed in May 1960 that he was that year's recipient of
 the Biichner Prize, his heart must have skipped a beat: only sixteen
 years before, Celan had been liberated from a forced labor camp in
 Bukovina, where he had been placed as a Jew; only nineteen years
 before, his parents had been deported to their death in the camps of the
 Transdniestria. Now, as the author of four slim volumes of poetry, he
 was to receive Germany's most distinguished literary prize. Celan, who
 since the late 1940s had been fighting for recognition in the reemerging
 German literary scene, knew his prospective audience at the Biichner
 Prize ceremony quite well. He knew that many of the attending digni-
 taries had participated knowingly or involuntarily in the Nazi endeavor
 and that most belonged to the conservative cultural elite of Adenauer's
 Germany. He knew, furthermore, that many of them rejected everything

 his poetry stood for: its surrealistic mode, its hermeticism, and, above
 all, its unique poetic figures - the metaphors, symbols, and allegories
 that constantly evoke the recent past. The fact that Celan, "the for-
 eigner" [Fremdling] from the "eastern outskirts of the German-lan-
 guage domain" - in other words an Ostjude - seemed to import some
 principles of modern French poetry into German poetry was hardly wel-
 comed by influential critics such as Hans Egon Holthusen.4 In fact,
 only a few months before Celan received notice of the Biichner Prize,
 the distinguished critic Giinter Blicker reviewed Language Mesh
 (Sprachgitter, 1959) and observed that Celan's "freedom" vis-g-vis the
 German language "may lie in his ancestry" - another way to say that
 the poet is not a native speaker, is not from here, is other, is a Jew.5

 4. See Hans Egon Holthusen's review "Finf junge Lyriker," in Barbara Wiede-
 mann, ed., Paul Celan - Die Goll-Affire (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 2000) 206-12.

 5. Giinter Blicker, "Gedichte als graphische Gebilde," Tagesspiegel II Oct. 1959.
 On Blcker's review and Celan's reaction, see also Amir Eshel, Zeit der Zisur: Jidische
 Dichter im Angesicht der Shoah (Heidelberg: Universititsverlag C. Winter, 1999).
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 60 Paul Celan ' Other

 Celan did not miss the subtext of Bl6cker's critique and promptly wrote
 his posthumously published poem "Lupine" ["Wolfsbohne"], in which
 the poet addresses his murdered mother with the following words:

 Yesterday
 one of them came and

 killed you
 once more in

 my poem.

 Mother.

 Mother, whose

 hand did I clasp
 when with your
 words I went to

 Germany?6

 On the same day, he wrote to the German-Jewish poet Nelly Sachs
 referring to Blicker's critique: "And no one responds to this fellow!
 Even that - the rejoinders - are left up to the Jews. The others write
 books and poems 'about it."'7

 While politely thanking the president of the German Academy of
 Language and Literature, Hermann Kasack, on May 16, 1960, four
 months before the Darmstadt ceremony, Celan interpreted his receipt of
 the prize and his participation in the forthcoming event as "an encoun-
 ter" [Begegnung], not necessarily with those sitting in the audience, but
 rather with one of the greatest representatives of "the human spiritual

 monad" - an encounter with the poet Georg Biichner (PCTM 222).
 Biichner stood for Celan as a German poet who constantly combined
 ingenious aesthetics with a sense for the ethical.

 In the course of his letter to Kasack, Celan anticipates his yet-unwrit-
 ten acceptance speech and mentions a prose piece written in August
 1959, Conversation in the Mountains [Gesprtich im Gebirg], in which he
 transformed a missed encounter with Adorno in Sils-Maria (Engadin)
 into an ironic and nearly cynical parable about a "big Jew" and a "small

 6. Paul Celan, Die Gedichte aus dem Nachlass, ed. Bertrand Badiou et al. (Frank-
 furt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1997) 45-48, my translation.

 7. Paul Celan/Nelly Sachs: Briefwechsel, ed. Barbara Wiedemann (Frankfurt/
 Main: Suhrkamp, 1993) 24, my translation. See also the remarks about this letter, 1 18-19.
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 Amir Eshel 61

 Jew" and their nonconversation in the mountains.8 With intertextual ref-

 erences and allusions to Biichner's Lenz, Adorno's aesthetics, and Martin

 Buber's Gespraich in den Bergen, in this piece Celan presents a painfully
 humorous allegory of a Jewish self-encounter, of the "jabbering" [maus-
 cheln] of two quite different Jews in foreign mountains after the Shoah.9

 In Btichner's Lenz, Celan found a distant echo of his own experi-
 ences: "Yes, I really can't stand it; do you want to disown me? The way
 to God is only in you. It's certainly not with me! I'm the eternal Jew."IO
 As is well known, for Jacob Michael Reinhold Lenz, the way through
 the mountains was also the way to madness and death.11 Celan's return
 to Biichner's Lenz as the "eternal Jew" in his letter to Kasack is hardly
 surprising in the context of his work's reception by the German literary
 profession in the postwar decade. Unlike Biichner's dramatic mode in
 Lenz, Celan's Conversation in the Mountains remains ironic, if not sar-
 castic. Like his poetry, it is informed by one of modernism's central fea-
 tures - its pursuit of liberation from all linguistic, aesthetic, religious
 and moral constraints. As Ulrich Baerl2 has argued, Celan recognized

 8. See Celan's letter to Kasack, PCTM 222. For more on Celan's Conversation in
 the Mountains in the context of his distanced relation to Adorno, see Jean Bollack, Paul
 Celan: Poetik der Fremdheit (Vienna: Zsolnay, 2000) 208-09. Marlies Janz offers a read-
 ing of Celan's position as an affirmation of Adorno in Vom Engagement absoluter Poesie:
 Zur Lyrik und Asthetik Paul Celans (Frankfurt/Main: Syndikat, 1976) 115. On the missed
 encounter in Sils Maria, see also Otto Piggeler, Spur des Wortes: Zur Lyrik Paul Celans
 (Freiburg: K. Alber, 1986) 251-59; and John Felstiner, Paul Celan: Poet, Survivor Jew
 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1995) 139-45.

 9. See Celan, Der Meridian und andere Prosa (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1988)
 26-27. It is not just two human beings or two Jews who meet one another in Celan's moun-
 tains, since each is inscribed with codes going back to Romanticism and the philosophy of
 the sublime. Rather, the I encounters itself. "I am there, I am here, I came... I, standing
 there, on this street here, where I don't belong, today, now.... I here with the shadow,

 one's own, the foreign, I." See St6phane Moses, "'Wege, aufdenen die Sprache stimmhaft
 wird': Paul Celans 'Gespr~ich im Gebirg,'" Argumentum e Silentio: International Paul
 Celan Symposium, ed. Amy Colin (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1987) 43-57; and Amy
 Colin, "Paul Celan's Poetics of Destruction" 157-83.

 10. Georg Bichner, Dichtungen, ed. Henri Poschmann et al., Saimtliche Werke 1,
 Briefe, und Dokumente, ed. Henri Poschmann (Frankfurt/Main: Deutscher Klassiker,
 1992) 243. For Celan's experiences in the German literary profession, see Klaus Briegleb,

 "Ingeborg Bachmann, Paul Celan: Ihr (Nicht-Ort in der Gruppe 47 (1952-1964/65). Eine
 Skizze," in Ingeborg Bachmann, Paul Celan: Poetische Korrespondenzen, eds. Sigrid
 Weigel and Bernhard Bischenstein (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1997) 29-81; Theo Buck,
 "Paul Celan und die Gruppe 47," Celan Jahrbuch 7 (1997-98): 65-88; and Wolfgang
 Emmerich, Paul Celan (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1999) 82-122.

 I I. On Celan's adaptation of Bilchner's Lenz, see Paggeler, Spur des Wortes 251.
 12. Ulrich Baer, Remnants of Song: Trauma and the Experience of Modernity in

 Charles Baudelaire and Paul Celan (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2000) 7, 170.
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 62 Paul Celan ' Other

 that Baudelaire's Les fleurs du mal marked a radical point of departure
 in thinking about the relationship between poetics and ethics. He knew
 that beauty, which in Baudelaire is ascribed to evil in all things, refers
 unambiguously to the indifference of aesthetic production and aesthetic
 judgment to everything beyond the textual realm - above all, to moral-
 ity. In Baudelaire's work, evil is figured less as a category antithetical to
 good and more as a sign of autonomy and liberation - what Celan in
 his "Meridian" notes affirmingly calls Baudelaire's dream "to become
 free from the world" (PCTM 126).

 The Baudelairean dream of freedom from the world, however,
 remained for Celan related to historical circumstances. Writing his
 "Meridian" speech, Celan asks whether in consequence of this relation,
 Mallarm6 - and not just the tradition indebted to the ideal of absolute
 poetry to which Baudelaire belongs, but all poetry - ought to be
 thought through to its end (PCTM 5). "The poem of today," he writes in
 his notes, more concretely, "is no podsie pure; it knows that there can
 be no pure poetry" (PCTM 163). Celan does not imply any restriction
 on the freedom of lyrical expression. Instead, he questions in what man-
 ner autonomous art, which in its most radical form tends to mere artifi-

 cial expression (what he calls "Kunst"), can maintain the mark of
 history and, based on this inscription, an ethical component.

 When Celan writes that poetry can by no means be confined to the
 demands of "podsie pure," he also takes aim at the self-fixated poetics
 of his highly influential contemporary, the German poet Gottfried
 Benn, and Benn's admirers in postwar Germany.13 When, in a widely
 cited and indeed paradigmatic speech, The Problems of Poetry (Prob-
 leme der Lyrik, 1951), Benn stated that "the poem is always the ques-
 tion of the I," he placed the monological character of poetry at the
 center of the modern lyric.14 For Benn, who during the 1930s sympa-
 thized with the causes of National Socialism, "there are only two

 things: the void / and the depicted I."'15 Celan responded to this mono-
 logical poetology in his "Meridian" notes and later in his speech by
 insisting that every poem goes toward another, that the poem always

 13. See Michael Braun, "Lyrik," in Hanser Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Lietra-
 tur, eds. Klaus Briegleb and Sigrid Weigel (Munich: DTV, 1992) 424.

 14. Gottfried Benn, Gesammelte Werke 4, ed. Dieter Wellershoff (Wiesbaden:
 Limes, 1960-1968) 1065-66.

 15. See Benn's poem "Nur zwei Dinge" ["Only Two Things"], Benn, Werke 1 342.
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 Amir Eshel 63

 already needs one across from it.16
 When Celan asserts both the poem's autonomy and its unseverable

 relation to something or someone across from it, he echoes Theodor
 Adorno's 1944 outcry in Minima Moralia, "what more is this culture
 waiting for?" and the philosopher's insistence on the afunctionality of
 art as critique and resistance to the prevailing consumer culture.17 Yet,
 in spite of some critics' assertions, Celan's "Meridian" speech is no rep-

 lica of Adorno's aesthetics.18 Instead, his "Meridian" notes prove that
 his poetics went significantly beyond what he dismissed as Adorno's19

 16. In Benn, Celan saw a representative of a completely liberated art [Kunst] that pre-
 cisely at that time could not be "logically" thought through to its end. In this sense, he noted
 in his "Meridian" papers: "today: a certain artlessness in contrast to the Bennian artistics."
 PCTM 152. By "artistics," Celan meant the conviction seminally formulated by Emil
 Staiger as "form is the highest content" and by Benn as the dictum "the form is indeed the
 poem." Benn, Werke 4 1071. It is clear from his notes in 1959-1960 that Celan was familiar
 with Emil Staiger's position as he formulated it in Grundbegriffe der Poetik See PCTM
 195, 209. Against the notion that "form is the highest content," in the "Meridian" speech,
 Celan poses a profoundly different conception of lyrical writing, one that no longer proceeds
 from the traditional dichotomy between form and content, but rather refers to what is hidden

 in any poetic language, namely, that every thing, every human being, can find its shape -
 and precisely not its likeness - through "often desperate conversation" in poetry (M 50).
 On Celan's poetics vis-i-vis Gottfried Benn, see also Michael Eskin, Ethics and Dialogue in
 the Works ofLevinas, Bakhtin, Mandel'htam, and Celan (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000) 152.

 17. See Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia, trans. J. F. N. Jephcott (London: Verso,
 1996) 55. Celan's word choice "alle heutige Dichtung" resembles Adorno's phrase in his
 Aesthetic Theory, where he writes: "What is wrong with the proclamation by intellectuals
 concerning the end of art is that they nevertheless go on presupposing the existence of a
 role for art which might legitimate art here and now, in this practical world. In actuality,
 art's role in a totally functional world is precisely its afunctionality." See Theodor W.
 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. C. Lenhardt (London: Routledge, 1983) 442. On
 Adorno's poetics, see Moshe Zuckerman, "Zum Begriff der Lyrik bei Adorno," In der
 Sprache der Taiter, ed. Stephan Braese (Opladen: Westdeutscher, 1998) 31-42.

 18. See Janz 115-22.

 19. Adorno's reflection, which on numerous occasions is quoted either incorrectly
 or in a misleading manner, dates back to 1951. In his essay "Kulturkritik und Gesell-
 schaft," he wrote: "Cultural criticism exists in confrontation with the final level of the dia-
 lectic of culture and barbarism: to write a poem after Auschwitz is barbaric, and that also
 gnaws at the knowledge that states why it has become impossible to write poems today."
 See Adorno, Kulturkritik und Gesellschaft I: Prismen. Ohne Leitbild, Gesammelte
 Schriften, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1977) 30. While working on
 his poetry volume Atemwende (1967), Celan notes: "No poem after Auschwitz (Adorno):
 What is assumed here about the way a 'poem' is imagined? The arrogance of one who has
 the audacity to hypothetically and speculatively contemplate or report on Auschwitz from
 the perspective of a nightingale or song-thrush." Quoted in Gellhaus 55. For the signifi-
 cance of placing art in question, see Gerhard Buhr, Celans Poetik (Gittingen: Vandenho-
 eck and Ruprecht, 1976) 42-46.
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 late-Romantic reflection on the boundaries and possibility of poetry in
 the face of Auschwitz.

 In his reflections on aesthetics and ethics, Celan affirms Adorno's
 quotation of Schinberg in the latter's Philosophy of Modern Music:
 "Art ... comes not from being able to [kiinnen], but rather from hav-
 ing to [missen]" (PCTM 106).20 To be sure, Celan's reflection on the
 origin of art as an ethical impulse hardly amounts to a quasi-Brechtian
 pedagogical or political program. Frantically preparing in his Paris
 apartment for his appearance before the German Academy of Language
 and Literature, he instead took aim at an aesthetic tradition that has its

 roots in Western philosophy, particularly in German Idealism and its
 sanctification of the isolated, self-judging subject. "Artistics and artful
 language," he notes, "that's something Western for filling up an
 evening. Poetry is something else" (PCTM 110).

 II

 "Poetry is something else," yet what? Celan offers several answers in
 the course of his preparation for the Darmstadt celebration, one of the
 most significant of which is: "Poetry is . . . breath-infused [atem-
 durchwachsene] language in time" (PCTM 110). The first step one
 might take in approaching Celan's attempt to formulate his poetics, to
 establish the poem as "a figure" of the other, thus relates to the signifi-
 cance of moments in time as those are inscribed in words, to decisive
 dates engraved in lyrical images. In both the "Meridian" notes and the
 speech, Celan mentions one specific date - "January 20" (PCTM 8)-
 suggesting that every poem is marked by its own decisive dates, by its
 own "January 20." As has been noted frequently, this date signifies both

 the departure of Btichner's Lenz for the mountains on January 20, 1778,
 and thus, symbolically, the moment of exile, the expulsion of the radi-
 cally poetic from normative discourse, and January 20, 1942, the date
 when the Wannsee Conference convened, and thus the beginning of the
 planned annihilation of European Jewry.21 Celan's insistence that the
 poem remains mindful of decisive dates points to the inscription of his-
 tory, the inscription of memory, in the poem - to the way in which the

 20. Adorno's reflection on Sch6nberg reads: "He [SchSnberg] formulated both:
 'music should not embellish, it should be true' and 'art does not come from being able to,
 but rather from having to.'" See Adorno, Philosophie der neuen Musik (Ttibingen: J. C. B.
 Mohr, 1949) 27. I quote here from PCTM-Notes 236.

 21. P6ggeler, Spur des Wortes 145-46.
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 historical contributes a crucial component in the "conversation"
 between the poet, the poem, and the reader:

 Only the space of this conversation can constitute what is addressed,
 can gather it into a "you" around the naming and speaking I. But this
 "you," come about by dint of being named and addressed, brings its
 being-other into the present. Even in the here and now of the poem -
 and the poem has only this one, unique, momentary present - even in
 this immediacy and nearness, what is most its own - its time - can
 give voice to the other. (M 50, translation modified)

 The poem does not depict realities - for instance the events result-
 ing from "January 20" - that, as Adorno suggested, might challenge
 the very category of depiction. Rather, the poem brings to mind ("nicht
 sprachliche Wiedergabe, sondern 'Vergegenwartigung, "' PCTM 141)
 the textual space through which the marked date, in its multivalency, is
 invoked. It is indeed the space where time "happens": "In the poem,
 something happens, something takes place" (PCTM 115). "In the poem,
 one enters into an event [ein Geschehen], an event that is influenced by
 what enters in" (PCTM 125). Precisely because the poem itself is the
 event, and precisely because the event "happens" in the poem, it can
 give voice, Celan emphasizes in the "Meridian" speech, can speak in
 the name of "the foreign - no, I can no longer use this word here -
 on behalf of the other . . . of an altogether other" (M 48, translation
 modified, emphasis in the original).
 Celan's poetics addresses not only what Adorno conceived as poetry's

 need to speak the silent language of horror,22 but (if such qualifications
 are possible in the face of utter destruction) also the origins of poetry in
 the realm of its specific linguistic mode - the language of a singular
 human being. One of the most intriguing steps Celan takes on his way
 to establishing the poem as a figure of the other addresses concretely
 the singularity of human beings, the singularity of the language of those

 22. Adorno himself seems to have only partially understood the importance of
 poetic language for Celan in his remarks on Celan's poetry in Aesthetic Theory: "His
 [Celan's] poetry is permeated by the shame of art in the face of suffering that escapes both
 experience and sublimation. Celan's poems want to speak of the most extreme horror
 through silence. Their truth content itself becomes negative. They imitate a language
 beneath the helpless language of human beings..,. that of the dead speaking of stones and
 stars .... The language of the lifeless becomes the last possible comfort for a death that is
 deprived of all meaning." Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. Robert Hullot-Kentor (Minne-
 apolis: U of Minnesota P, 1997) 322.
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 most radically marked as others. Proceeding from Biichner's Lenz, from
 the notion of the "eternal Jew," Celan sets out to arrive at his own
 poetic figure of "Jewishness" - a figure that does not paraphrase or
 propagate Jewish identity or religious confession, but that testifies to
 exclusion and persecution. In his Conversation in the Mountains, Celan
 played with idioms such as "a quarter of Jewish life" and the "chatter-
 ing" [der geschwatzige] Jew (PC 3, 169-73),23 and in the "Meridian"
 speech notes, he refers to this text, remarking that the title, Gesprach im
 Gebirg, was supposed to give voice to some kind of "Jewish jabbering"

 [jiiadelndes], the voices of the crooked-nosed [Krummnasiges], that the
 title itself evokes "the gassed, attractive princes and princesses" and an
 unnamed "he" characterized by his hair and by his stupid, blond lan-
 guage [Blondheiten] (PCTM 129).

 The aristocracy of the gassed princes and princesses is of decisive
 character: They have pot bellies, they are crooked-nosed, and they
 "mauscheln" (PCTM 128) - all pejoratives that mark the Jew through
 bodily distortions and a presumably incorrect usage of a language. This
 double categorization of the distorted inverts the ethnic discourse that is
 based on racial primacy and the notion of a supreme, "correct" lan-
 guage, as well as the Christian and later anti-Semitic iconography on
 which that discourse was founded. Celan's notes echo - but do not

 mirror, for here the very possibility of homogeneous or uniform and
 shared experiences is called into question - the way in which Jacques
 Derrida24 described his experiences as a Jew growing up in Algeria

 23. Paul Celan, Gesammelte Werke 3, ed. Beda Allemann and Stefan Reichert
 (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1983) 169-73. Celan's Gesammelte Werke will be docu-
 mented as PC, followed by the volume number and corresponding page.

 24. Proceeding from the question of the "ownness" and "foreignness" of language
 in light of the significance of French as both the "native" and "foreign" language of Alge-
 rian Jews, Derrida traces how the hidden terror in language led to the exclusion and the
 sublation of fundamental rights of Algerian Jews during World War II. In this way, those
 who desire to master the correct language do nothing more than set themselves up as mas-
 ters: "(inside every language there is a terror, soft, discreet, or glaring; that is our subject).
 For contrary to what one is often tempted to believe, the master is nothing. And he does
 not have exclusive possession of anything. Because the master does not possess exclu-
 sively, and naturally, what he calls his language, because, whatever he wants or does, he
 cannot maintain any relations of property or identity that are natural, national, congenital,
 or ontological, with it, because he can give substance to and articulate [dire] this appropri-
 ation only in the course of an unnatural process of politico-phantasmatic constructions,
 because language is not his natural possession, he can, thanks to that very fact, pretend
 historically, through the rape of a cultural usurpation, which means always essentially
 colonial, to appropriate it in order to impose it as 'his own.'" Jacques Derrida, Monolin-
 guism of the Other; or The Prosthesis of Origin (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1998) 23.
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 under Vichy rule. For Derrida, every monolithic conception of lan-
 guage, every "monolinguism," incorporates terror against those whose
 language and body "deviate." Celan's morphological deviations - his
 use of words like Hiusel or Yiddish syntactic characteristics (bin ich)
 and Jewish-German stylistic features (mauscheldeutsch)- rewrites
 anti-Semitic discourse and thus turns it against itself. The language of
 the jargon-speaking Jew becomes a desired agitation, an intended coun-
 terspeech to the prevailing discourse: "Reverence for the secret of the
 crooked-nose creature - that is a way to the poem" (PCTM 130).
 In this light, Celan's often-discussed hermeticism can be viewed not

 only from the perspective of the hermetic aesthetic tradition extending

 from Novalis and Schlegel to Mallarm6 and beyond,25 but also as a form
 of poetic irritation or an "opposing word" (Gegenwort, PCTM 49),26 a
 poetics that incorporates the lyric questioning of monolinguism: " 's mus
 asoj sajn." (PC 1, 249), "Jiskor" (PC 1, 222), "Hawdala" (PC 2, 12-13),
 "Kaddisch" (PC 1, 284), "Tekiah!" (PC 1, 284), "Kumi, ori" (PC 2, 327),
 and "Hachnisini" (PC 3, 95) are by no means merely Hebraic expressions
 of a fixed Jewish "identity," nor can they be viewed as "Jewish" orna-
 ments of a fundamentally German poem. They cannot be subsumed under
 what Michael Eskin, presumably following Winfried Menninghaus, terms
 "Celan's deconstructive 'intention toward language,'" but rather are the
 poetic disruption of the lexically "correct" in a specific manner that Celan
 calls "Jewification" [verjuden] - a poetic provocation that points to the
 specific historical experience of the Jews, to the explicit archive of Jew-
 ish cultural memory that might lead the reader beyond the limits of his or
 her monolinguism, beyond the hegemonic power of the majority's lan-
 guage.27 The jargon-sounding "'s mus asoj sajn" might open to those
 readers the tradition of Yiddish poetry; "Hachnisini" points both to Haim
 Nachman Bialik's part in the resurrection of Hebrew and to the figuration
 of Shechina in Jewish mysticism; and the semantics of "Jiskor" hint at the
 very essence of Jewish cultural memory.28

 25. On Celan's hermeticism, see Thomas Sparr, Celans Poetik des hermetischen
 Gedichts (Heidelberg: Universittitsverlag C. Winter, 1989).

 26. For Celan's concept of poetry as an opposing word, see Vincenzo Vitiello,
 "Gegenwort," Celan Jahrbuch 5 (1993): 7-22.

 27. Eskin views this aspect of Celan's poetic procedure - his "decomposition of
 the verbal material itself'- as a "deconstructive device" of his mother tongue. Eskin 261.

 28. See Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory
 (1982) (Seattle: U of Washington P, 1996); and Amos Funkenstein, Perceptions of Jewish
 History (Berkeley: U of California P, 1993).

This content downloaded from 132.174.251.2 on Sat, 01 Dec 2018 06:38:21 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 68 Paul Celan 's Other

 III

 Celan's argument that poetry is a figure of the other involves yet
 another decisive advance that relates to both the Jewish experience with
 anti-Semitic discourse and the specificities of poetic language as Celan
 perceived it: It is "[n]ot because the poem speaks of agitation, but
 because it ... unshakably remains itself that . .. the poem becomes the

 Jew of literature. The poet is the Jew of literature .... One can Jewify
 [Verjuden] ... I consider Jewification [Verjudung] recommendable....
 Crooked-nosedness reforms the soul. Jewification, that seems to me to
 be a way of understanding poetry" (PCTM 131).29

 In the weeks prior to his delivery of the "Meridian" speech, what had
 been figured in Conversation in the Mountains as the encounter of two
 foreign-appearing, incorrectly speaking Jews - still employing the Jew
 merely as a symbolic figure - took on the radical form of a new poet-
 ics. With his use of the verb verjuden, Celan once again referred back
 to a linguistic and cultural tradition that, since sometime in the six-
 teenth century, had seen the sign of the treacherous, foul-smelling, Jew-

 ish-acting other in the mauschelnden, jiidelnden Jew.30 This tradition
 pushed its way into the imaginary of all social strata, and, via the cri-
 tique of the Jewification of modern art, as well as via its complicity
 with the ideas of the German Volk and Spirit, paved the way for the
 annihilation.31 By encoding the verb verjuden against its linguistic and
 historical source, Celan not only inverted anti-Semitic discourse, but
 also distinguished poetry as the linguistic realm that sets itself free from
 the restrictions of hegemonic, communicative discourse - a discourse
 beset with the inhuman, as the misuse of German during National
 Socialism proved. In a manner reminiscent of Adorno's aesthetics,
 Celan defines poetry in terms of what often appears as its unintelligibil-
 ity, lack of ordinary syntax, and common semantics: just as "the Jew"
 was said to be marked as the other by his "jabbering" language, poetry
 is the radical other to discursive language.

 29. The modified sentence "All poets are Jews" comes from Marina Tsvetaeva and
 was placed by Celan - in the "foreign" form of Russian - at the beginning of his poem
 "Und mit dem Buch aus Tarussa." PC 3, 287.

 30. See Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, vol. 4, s.v.
 "Jiideln" (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1877), and vol. 12, s.v. "Verjuden."

 31. See Steven E. Aschheim, Culture and Catastrophe: German and Jewish Con-
 frontations with National Socialism and Other Crises (New York: New York UP, 1996)
 45-60.
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 By employing a mode of communication that remains "the outcast" of
 language - the other - the poem can confront the prevalent discourse
 that separates the self from the seemingly foreign. According to Celan,
 true poetry already does. Poetic verjuden, the "Jewishness" of poetry,
 thus serves as the moment in which the lyrical points toward a possi-
 ble, decisively different communicative mode. The foreignness of one's
 own belonging and the belonging in foreignness are discerned in tex-
 tual space: "One can become a Jew, like one can become a human
 being; one can Jewify" (PCTM 130).

 At this decisive point, Celan alludes to the writings of the philoso-
 pher who probably more than anyone else puzzled him throughout his
 writing - Martin Heidegger. More than in any other of Celan's pub-
 lished writings, the "Meridian" notes demonstrate how Celan's poetic
 verjuden is tied to his involvement with Martin Heidegger's concepts
 of language and poetry and Heidegger's involvement with National
 Socialism, as we know with even more certainty since the publication
 of Celan's correspondence with his wife, Gisale.32 To be sure, Celan
 was a passionate reader of Heidegger. Like Heidegger, he dedicated
 the highest attention to language and saw in poetry the highest form
 of human expression.33 Yet, despite what some critics suggest,
 namely, that Heidegger's voice is "prevalent" in Celan's poetry, the
 "Meridian" notes make it clear how far away the Dichter was from
 the Denker.34 For one thing, Celan certainly did not share Heidegger's
 awe of the sublimity of poetry written in a single, lexically correct, and

 32. After his famous encounter with Heidegger in the summer of 1967, Celan wrote
 to his wife: "Then it came in the car to a serious discussion, during which I used clear
 words. Mr. Neumann, who witnessed the conversation, said to me afterwards, that this
 discussion had an epochal significance [eine epochale Bedeutung]. I hope that Heidegger
 will now reach for his pen, and will write a few pages which will refer to our discussion
 and will also serve as a warning in view of the re-emergence of Nazism [angesichts des
 wieder aulkommenden Nazismus]." Paul Celan and Gisble Celan-Lestrange, Briefwechsel,
 vol. 1, (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 2001) 479. See also the commentary in vol. 2: 325.

 33. For a very personal, highly subjective view on the relationship between Celan
 and Heidegger, see Gerhart Baumann, Erinnerungen an Paul Celan (Frankfurt/Main:
 Suhrkamp, 1985). For Heidegger's philosophical notion of poetic Being [Dichterisches
 Denken] see Dieter Sinn, "Heideggers Spitphilosophie," Philosophische Rundschau 2
 (May 1967): 161-83.

 34. For the apparent similarity between Heidegger's and Celan's "other," see Den-
 nis J. Schmidt, "Black Milk and Blue," in Word Traces: Readings of Paul Celan, ed. Aris
 Fioretos (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1994) 110-29. In his Celan monograph, Gerhart
 Baumann uses the rather disturbing terms - given their personal histories - Dichter for
 Celan, Denker for Heidegger.
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 profoundly deep language - in Heidegger's eyes, either German or
 Greek. Rather than deifying poetry as the transcendent expression of
 sublime humans, Celan viewed poetry as a form of searching for one's
 self in the sphere of the other:

 Verjuden: It is becoming the other, becoming the other and his stand-
 ing-secret [Zum-anderen-und-dessen-Geheimnis-stehn] .... Love of
 human beings is something other than philanthropy ...

 Turning back [Umkehr] - to do this, there certainly seems to be too
 many one-way streets. Moving against the traffic [Gegenerkehr], turn-
 ing back - those are two separate things, but alas, it seems one can
 find on the field pathway [Feldweg] not much opportunity to do so.
 (PCTM 131)

 Celan's verjuden codifies not only the experience of exclusion and
 persecution, but also the moment of becoming the desired other. Celan
 significantly names this movement "turning back" [Umkehr]. Unlike
 Heidegger's Kehre, Celan's Umkehr is less concerned with a rejection
 of metaphysics, rationalism, and the all-encompassing techne. First and
 foremost, it is a turning away from the centricity of the self, from care
 [Sorge], which is restricted to Dasein's well-being.35 Seven years before
 Celan finally met Heidegger in the summer of 1967, he alluded in this
 note to the fact that for the philosopher, despite the experience of two
 world wars, the pathway remained comforting and "at home" [heimisch]
 in its "inexhaustible power of the simple," a path always leading back
 to one's own language, to the solitude and supremacy of the self.36

 35. Heidegger rarely uses the term Kehre. He does so, though, in his seminal essay
 Ober den Humanismus (Frankfurt/Main: Klostermann, 1947) 17. On Heidegger's Kehre in
 the context of his late philosophy, see Sinn 83-183.

 36. Martin Heidegger, Aus der Erfahrung des Denkens, in Gesamtausgabe I Abtei-
 lung: Veriffentlichte Schriften, 1910-1976, vol. 13, ed. Hermann Heidegger (Frankfurt/
 Main: Klostermann, 1983) 89-90. Celan owned Heidegger's Der Feldweg (1949). See
 PCTM 238, 417n. There is hardly any question whether Celan had Heidegger's language and
 philosophy in mind when he wrote his aphorisms on Verjudung. This is also of significance
 because he seems to sense in it the expression of any language that makes use of attributes
 such as verjuden or Verjudung. Thus, Heidegger wrote in a letter of recommendation (unpub-
 lished during Celan's lifetime): "I can say more clearly here what I could only allude to indi-
 rectly in my report: It concerns nothing less than the unpostponable consciousness of the fact
 that we stand before the election ready to bring back truly rooted [bodenstandig] powers and
 educators to our German spiritual life, or else we finally remain at the mercy of a growing
 Jewification [Verjudung] in the broad and narrow sense." Quoted in Ulrich Sieg, "'Die Verju-
 dung des deutschen Geistes': Ein unbekannter Brief Heideggers," Die Zeit 52 (1989).
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 Heidegger's concern in his Feldweg lecture - that "those of today"
 have difficulty "hearing" the language of the field pathway, that they
 become enslaved by the "noise of the apparatus" - is challenged by
 Celan, whose view is focused on the ultimate consequences of "the
 apparatus." For Celan, it is certain that if our present way should lead
 exclusively back to the native home, motivated by the fear of the loss of
 Bodenstandigkeit, then no place can remain for the other and her "jarg-
 ony" language, no place for the other and his secret.37

 On Heidegger's field pathway - which always leads back to one's
 self and one's own, - there is also, according to Celan, "countertraf-
 fic," a kind of human being-in-time that knows of multiple pathways.
 "Your turning back - what is that?" Celan asks:

 Is it the word for the almond-eyed-beauties that I hear you, in the most
 convenient fashion, repeat? Only if you, with your own utmost pain,
 were by the crooked-nosed and the jargon-speaking and the quill-goi-
 tered dead from Auschwitz and Treblinka and other places, then you
 also encounter the eye and its almond.38 And then you stand, while
 your thinking grows silent [mit deinem verstummendem Denken], in a

 pause, which recalls your heart to you . . . and you cease to speak.
 (PCTM 127)

 Even if Celan appears at this point to follow Heidegger's notion that
 the essence of language will be disclosed not in speaking, but in
 speechlessness, he is committed, unlike Heidegger, to detecting the
 paths leading from and to the historical caesura of the concentration
 camps.39 When Heidegger's work is read with Celan's, the philoso-
 pher's appears to be an abstract, postmetaphysical critique of what, for
 Celan, is marked by the concrete, unsubsumable names of places where
 the terror of monolinguism and racism led to the extermination of
 human beings. In light of his Umkehr, Celan can hardly be regarded as
 someone who found in Heidegger a "kindred sensibility," as Philippe

 37. In his rare comments about current events, Heidegger focused on the loss of
 Heimat for the Germans expelled from the East, on the lurking danger of the nuclear age,
 and on the loss of Bodenstindigkeit. See Martin Heidegger, Gelassenheit (Pfullingen:
 Neske, 1959) 14-20. Celan possessed this volume. See PCTM-Notes 238.

 38. The translation reflects the fragmented grammar of the original.
 39. In Heidegger's Was ist Metaphysik, a text Celan knew very well, Heidegger

 states: "Out of the long speechlessness . .. comes the saying of the thinker. The poem's
 name comes from the same origin." See Martin Heidegger, Was ist Metaphysik? (Frank-
 furt/Main: Klostermann, 1949) 46.
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 Lacoue-Labarthe and others have suggested.40 In confronting the
 "almond-eyed," the Heideggerian Denken has for Celan clear limits.
 Here, another form of perception, "the pause," is required. Heidegger
 could not and would not proceed along Celan's path.41

 Celan further unfolds his notion of Umkehr by using Walter Ben-

 jamin's notion of "attentiveness" [Aufinerksamkeit]. However, in his
 "Meridian" notes, he adds a crucial element to Benjamin's poetic "natu-
 ral piousness of the soul": "Attentiveness is the natural piousness of the
 soul. We have to add: the second-long . . . attentiveness experienced
 [erlebte] ... in the face of darkness" (PCTM 61). Umkehr thus has both
 a spatial and a temporal aspect: Like Walter Benjamin's angel of his-
 tory, who, while being blown into the future, is unable to turn his face
 from the rising piles of historical debris, Celan's Umkehr implies a turn-
 ing toward the historical traces, a searching for an adequate idiom for
 the "darkness." Again: It is not that Celan's poetics implies the domi-
 nance of "thought" in poetry or the situating of poetry primarily as "an
 act of thought.'42 Rather, Celan's poetics posits the poem as a moment
 of receptive attentiveness to the historical trace, a moment in which the
 poem bespeaks "the darkness."

 Umkehr and gaining Aufinerksamkeit are thus ways in which poetic
 language performs or enables the return to specific moments in time.
 Significantly, Celan inevitably situates these moments in relation to "the

 Jewish": "Turning back - the foreign as one s most own - the Jewish"
 (PCTM 127). Another note reads: "The Jewish - when I wrote Death
 Fugue in May 1945, I read at that time the reports on the Lemberg
 ghetto. .... But this question, the words along with many others, comes to
 me over and over again, and so the poem is a turning back" (PCTM 131).

 Celan rightly situates his notion of turning back - the return of "the
 question," the return to the historical - as a "Jewish" movement

 40. Dennis J. Schmidt writes: "I believe that Celan was drawn to Heidegger because
 he found in Heidegger a kindred sensibility on precisely this score: the poetic experience
 of language today commits us to mourning." See Schmidt 123.

 41. See Otto P6Sggeler, Der Denkweg Heideggers, 3rd ed. (Pfullingen: Neske, 1990)
 405-7.

 42. See Philippe Lacoue-Labarth, Poetry as Experience, trans. Andrea Tarnowski
 (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1999) 64; and Mark M. Anderson, "The 'Impossibility' of Poetry:
 Celan and Heidegger in France," New German Critique 53 (Spring-Summer 1991): 10-14.
 See also the pointed critique of Lacoue-Labarthe's interpretation in Holger Gehle,
 "Motive einer Literatur 'nach Auschwitz,'" Das Politische im literarischen Diskurs, ed.
 Sven Kramer (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1996) 97.
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 because it describes the core of a ritual, liturgical, and literary practice
 in which the symbolic evocation of key moments in the collective's his-
 torical archive - Judaism's "rhetoric of time" - results in what Yosef

 Haim Yerushalmi and Amos Funkenstein have expounded as Jewish
 cultural memory.43 It is thus no wonder that Celan, in the process of
 reflecting on turning back, situates "the Jewish" in opposition to both
 the Christian messianic tradition and to Heidegger's fixation on being-
 toward-death as Dasein's authentic mode of being in the world. Celan
 writes: "In Judaism: God is not the one who came, and the one coming
 again, but rather the one who is coming [der Kommende]; in this way,
 time is determining, codetermining [mitbestimmend]; when God is near,
 time draws to an end" (PCTM 131).

 To be sure, Celan's reference to "God" is anything but affirmative.
 Yet Heideggerian Geworfenheit and lurking death are equally absent in
 this aphorism. Celan's "God" signifies the absence of an intervening,
 commanding, ultimately religious entity, and, at the same time, the hope
 for the appearance of a godly future that is not governed by human his-
 tory - not governed by "darkness." The note thus hints at the Jewish
 messianic impulse: time, the marked historical events, are not superflu-
 ous, but constantly at hand, constantly codetermining what is con-
 ceived as the present, and not least in ethical questions. "Turning back"
 is by no means a mere metaphor. It describes the poem as a linguistic
 field that turns toward time and the trace of history, and it conceives the
 reading process as being in a textual space marked by the presence of
 such dates as "January 20."

 Both through the otherness of the poem and through the invocation of
 the historical, something "happens" in the poem. In the "Meridian"
 speech, Celan named this "event," this moment, "a turning of breath"
 [Atemwende]. If the reader follows the poem's evocation of marked
 dates, if the reader is attentive to the uniqueness of the poetic, to the
 otherness of such moments, his or her breath falters. Only then can "a
 kind of homecoming [eine Art Heimkehr]" (PCTM 11) take place.44 To
 experience a "turning of breath," however, does not mean to represent

 43. See Eshel 1-26. For Celan's unique rhetoric of time, see Eshel 120-45.
 44. Again, what he envisions is not a cathartic closure, a finite Kehre, a turning to the

 premetaphysical or the origin, but merely eine Art Heimkehr. Here again, in the inversion
 of the certainness and sustainability of both Heimat and Kehre, one can hardly miss Celan's
 rejoinder to Heidegger. See the chapter "The Essence of Poetry" in Marc Froment-Meu-

 rice, That is to Say: Heidegger s Poetics (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1998) 80-101, esp. 87.
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 the dead mimetically or to mourn them sentimentally: "Those who are
 prepared only to shed tears for the almond-eyed beauties kill them a
 second time" (PCTM 127). The poem is capable of much more. Not
 representation, only the poetic evocation of the dead qualifies as "the
 eidos" of poetry, that is, its capability to propel experience, to lead to an
 encounter with what was regarded time and again, in postwar Germany
 and elsewhere, as belonging in the past: "Not the motif, rather the pause

 and interval, rather the mute breath coronas [Atemhofe] . . . vouch for
 the truthfulness of such an encounter in poetry" (PCTM 128).

 Having unfolded the map of Celan's terminological terrain, his inver-
 sion of anti-Semitic discourse, the moments of turning back, attentive-
 ness, and turning of breath, we can return to his notion that the poem is
 a figure of the other. Celan's poem does not wish to speak through com-
 parisons and metaphors. His other is not figured, but rather is present in
 pauses, intervals, and muted breath coronas. On August 19, 1960, two
 months before delivering the "Meridian" speech, Celan returned to one
 of his aphorisms and addressed the "eidos" of the poem, its "eidetics,"
 its ethical dimension:

 The poem is the place where the synonym becomes impossible: The
 poem has only its language... and thus its level of meaning. Emerg-

 ing from the language..,. the poem faces the language. This facing
 cannot be sublated....

 For this reason, by way of its nature [von seinem Wesen ... her] and
 not by way of its thematics, the poem is a school of real humanity
 [eine Schule wirklicher Menschlichkeit]: It teaches the understanding
 of the other as the other, in its being other. It demands ... reverence
 for this other, change of direction to this other. (PCTM 130)45

 It is not by a corrective, enlightening intervention in the realm of dis-
 course - an intervention that would inevitably dissolve the poetic -
 that the poem can be "a school of real humanity," but rather by remain-
 ing loyal to the specificity of the poetic, by "jabbering," by not becom-
 ing a synonym for social, economic, and political discourse. Celan's
 other encompasses both the personal other with which the poet via the

 45. In another, quite similar, aphoristic note, Celan refers to Edith Stein's notion of
 encounter with the other: "only if you recognize the Other and foreigner as that which
 comes closest to who and what you are..,. this is the relationship to the foreigner that the
 poem would like to establish [will das Gedicht herstellen]: not through its thematic but
 rather through its nature [Wesen]." PCTM 128.
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 poem dialogically interacts, in the vein of Martin Buber's philosophy,

 and the embodiment of difference, the radical, irreconcilable othemrness
 that lies beyond, and sometimes within, the self - what Derrida has
 termed the "completely other."46
 Lenz, the "eternal Jew," the straight-nosed and crooked-nosed, the

 blond-haired and the jargon-speaking, the notions of "encounter," "con-
 versation," and "dialogue" - all these serve Celan as crucial steps
 along the way to thinking a poetics that is at its core an ethics. This
 poetics finds its philosophical counterpart in Emmanuel Levinas's
 emphasis on the other for whom one feels responsible prior to aware-
 ness. For Celan, the poem is never a mere expression of the subjectiv-
 ity of an artistically gifted and interested I, but, as Levinas notes in his
 essay on Celan47 and in his 1949 essay "The Transcendence of Words,"
 the poem is always already the witness of the never-ending search for
 all that lies across from it, a search that, in a manner reminiscent of
 Celan's notion of the poem as a "school of real humanity," is informed
 by knowledge about the inhuman and based upon the highest respect for
 the human: "The presence of the Other [Autre] is a presence that
 teaches us something; this is why the word, as a form of education,
 amounts to more than the experience of realit , and why the master of
 the word is more than a spiritual obstetrician."

 IV

 Celan's attempt to think the intersection between history, aesthetics,
 and ethics is not flawless. It stylizes the Jew as an eternal, transhistori-
 cal victim and invokes a questionable notion of authenticity that leads
 Celan to entrust poetry with a variety of impossible tasks. His vision of
 the poem as a sublime mode of human expression and his restriction of
 "true" poetry to the realm of respecting otherness recalls old-fashioned
 value thematics and reminds us of Martha Nussbaum's somewhat naive
 understanding of literature as a medium for ethical reflection. One can
 only hope that Celan's "Meridian" notes and his speech would not serve
 the currently fashionable "return to ethics" that Judith Butler has recently

 46. Jacques Derrida, Aporias, trans. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1993)
 22.

 47. See Emmanuel Levinas, "Paul Celan: De I'8tre A l'autre," in Noms Propres
 (Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1976) 59-66.

 48. Emmanuel Levinas, "The Transcendence of Words," in The Levinas Reader, ed.
 Sean Hand (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989) 148.
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 and justly characterized as an escape from politics via moralism.49
 What remains appealing and viable in Celan's attempt to weave poet-

 ics and ethics is twofold. The first aspect of this appeal is his view of
 poetry as irreducible, a language, a world of its own - his insistence on
 the literariness of literature as a form of human dignity. Celan's other
 exceeds the racial, gendered or ethnic other, for it remains "irreducibly
 other": his poetry and his poetics bring "something wholly new into the
 world . . . that gives the reader access to something he or she can reach
 in no other way," as J. Hillis Miller explains in a different context.50

 The other decisive merit of Celan's project can be best addressed in
 the broader context of modern German-Jewish literature. His polemical
 breach with the notion of German as a monolithic, unchangeable, ethni-
 cally defined entity points back to the role of German-Jewish scholars
 and writers from the Enlightenment to the present in the attempt to
 transgress the lines of monolinguistic discourse. I am thinking here of
 the masterly translations from Hebrew into German, of the writing in
 Hebrew on German soil from Mendelssohn through Buber, Rosenz-
 weig, Agnon, and most notably Kafka. In light of Celan's deliberate
 embrace of Hebrew and Yiddish, one is reminded of Kafka's intense
 study of Hebrew word fields related to ethics - musar [moral], safek
 [doubt], hitnagduth [opposition], ol [moral burden], ahrayut [responsi-
 bility] and hakara pnimit [inner recognition] were not just words Kafka
 hoped to use in Palestine. They were also the linguistic manifestation of
 a distinctive Judaic philosophical tradition. While reading Celan's
 emphatic "Reverence for the secret of the crooked-nose creature - that
 is a way to the poem," one is inclined to return to Kafka's Rede iber
 die jiddische Sprache, in which he argues, a half-century before Celan,
 against the notion of language as a monumental device in the service of
 the majority. Kafka's appeal to Prague's German-Jewish bourgeoisie "to
 understand Yiddish through feeling it" is echoed by Celan's injection of
 Yiddish into his syntactic flow. It is also present, I would claim, in con-
 temporary novels by German-Jewish authors who even in their titles
 transgress the boundaries of the German language. Here one should
 mention Robert Schindel's By Birth [Geburtig] or Barbara Honig-
 mann's Sohara 's Journey [Soharas Reise]. Like these books, Celan's
 provoking verjuden of German literature points back to Heinrich

 49. Judith Butler, "Ethical Ambivalence," in Garber et al., eds. 15.
 50. J. Hillis Miller, Others (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2001) 2.
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 Heine's Jehuda Ben Halevi, Elsa Lasker-Schiller's Hebrew Ballads

 [Hebr6ische Balladen], and Gertrud Kolmar's The Jewess [Die Jiidin],
 in which she writes, "I am foreign because no one would approach me."

 It points back to Rose Ausliinder's poem "Kaddisch und Schiwe"51 and
 Nelly Sachs's "Einer War," in which the German is broken up by words
 like Tekia, Terua, and Schwarim.

 What remains thought-provoking from Celan's thorny maneuvers in
 the shared space of poetics and ethics, what is viable in his swiftly jot-
 ted, bitterly sarcastic notes written, like Heine's a century earlier, in
 exile in Paris, is perhaps the best that German-Jewish literature has
 offered and still offers: the dream and the reality of a literary language
 beyond the confines and burdens of ethnicity and nation, the dream and
 the reality of a literature that in its uncompromised literariness, that is,

 its othemrness, serves as a school for real humanity.

 51. Rose Ausliinder, Hiigel/Aus Ather/Unwiderruflich: Gedichte und Prosa, 1966-
 1975, Gesammelte Werke 3, ed. Helmut Braun (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer, 1984-1990) 28.
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