amount of morphine, which he claimed to have
won as a gambling debt. He was ill with heart and
nervous problems. So far as is known he wrote no
new descriptions of the city.

In 1940 Marseille was filled with exiles and
refugees of all nationalities, but particularly those
on the run from countries now occupied by the
Nazis. Many had left Germany and Eastern Europe
for France in the 1930s, and with the collapse of
France were now trapped in the unoccupied zone,
unable to move further. The port of Marseille was
virtually closed, visas and exit permits no longer
obtainable except by bribery, the Vichy police had
instructions to round up suspected refugees and
hand them over to the Nazis. There were also in
Marseille numbers of French intellectuals and
artists, considered as undesirable by the Nazis,
such as Andre Breton, Andre Gide, Marcel
Duchamp, Victor Serge, Claude Levi-Strauss. For
a very short period, and for the most desperate of
reasons, Marseille, usually scorned for its lack of
cultural life, became the intellectual centre of
Europe.

Many of these intellectuals were unable to adapt
to a life on the run, and had no idea how to cope
with the illegal tricks now needed. They often had

Marseille Mix:
withstanding
the gaze

William Firebrace
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He was really nobody much, quite an
undistinguished man. After a couple of smokes,
he was fond of jokes, rather foolish jokes.

He must have had some sign of being so learned.

He couldn't even speak French properly, he had
strong accent. I thought it was a middle eastern
accent, because that was what he was, a
Levantine, but maybe it was something else,
maybe it was German. Everyone here has some
kind of accent, everyone here comes from
somewhere else, somewhere they have tried to
forget but which remains with them in their
pronunciation, this they can never lose.

And you?
Ah, and me. I am Marseillais.

Sparrow met the Anne Belant by chance outside
her appartment in the Rue d'Aubagne. She was
an old lady and having trouble carrying her
shopping, and Sparrow had helped her carry it
upstairs. She lived in a small dark apartment on
the third floor, charming enough if rather dirty
and uncared for. Anne Belant was lonely and liked
to chat. She was a little difficult to understand,
sometimes lapsing into long silences, sometimes
inclined to a bitter humour. However Sparrow
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apparently purposeless wanderings. He had also a
taste for narcotics and an ability to source
unusual hallucinogens. He visited without regret
the whores of the area around the opera. The
Armenian dealer in antiques never wrote another
literary word and never took the slightest interest
in the post-death literary career of Walter
Benjamin, darling of the critical scene, famed for
his intellectual sharpness and much lamented for
his premature disappearance. He died in the mid
nineteen-sixties of internal organ failure, probably
advanced by smoking too many cigarettes. He is
buried under a plain tombstone in the Armenian
zone of the Saint-Pierre cemetery.

I knew the old man and occasionally did business
with him. After Waller's death I took responsibility
for clearing out the shop. At the back, under piles
of stamp albums I discovered an old black
briefcase. In this briefcase was a large sheaf of
yellowed papers, carefully typed out on what was
clearly an old-fashioned manual typewriter. The
papers were some chapters, written in French, of
a detective story set in Marseille, called Le
Monument Infernal. The book featured elegantly
dressed gangsters with a tendency to
melancholia, a complicated plot about a missing
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appropriate for a state which sees itself as
controlling everything. The modern city could also
be described as separate pieces without a grand
system, moments revealed for a moment to the
gaze, parts of a personal system of perception.
The city would be like the book of passages,
composed of a limitless number of individual
elements, collected together but with no fixed
relationship between the elements.

Benjamin first visited Marseille in 1926, on a
journey from Berlin to the South of France. Ever
restless, he was in Marseille again in 1928 and
1931, en route to Mallorca. However he was not
drawn to the city by its monuments, or by its new
architecture. Other Germans who visited the city
at the time, such as Germaine Krull or Herbert
Beyer, or the Hungarian member of the Bauhaus
Lazlo Maholy-Nagy, were interested in Marseille
as a modern city, a great port which functioned as
a machine. Benjamin had other more personal
interests: principally hashish and other
intoxicants, which, then as now, were readily
available in Marseille. He was drawn to hashish
both on an intellectual level, because he thought
it would allow him access into a surreal
dream-world, into a some part of his perception
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Return to the apartment on the second floor.
Sparrow and Anne Belant.

Its all just another story. Another druggy escape
tale, like many others. A story of another man
exchanging one name for another, one life for
another.

Annie Belant coughed and cleared her throat.
Sparrow listened vaguely. The appartment
seemed to have become darker. The bright street
scene outside, with the people pressing past, to
be a distant and artificial, not very believable.

Of course Benjamin did not die in Port-Bou. The
death from overdose, the inversion of the name,
the false burial were just a convenient cover-up
for a man who needed to escape. Benjamin had
spent all his life escaping one fate or another,
always with a certain ingenious incompetence and
indecisiveness. He had flirted with and then
evaded in turn Berlin middle-class life, Marxism,
German philosophy, Surrealism, the Paris literary
scene, Jewish theology. He had always played
with writing a book, but in the end his works were
assemblages of quotations and thoughts,
apparently unstructured. Now he had a chance to
change, to become someone else.
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Being Benjamin he could not help but
intellectualise the hallucinogenic experience,
writing: I find in my notes the surprised comment
‘how objects withstand the gaze'. Why did these
objects withstand the gaze? Marseille, ever solid
and unassuming, in spite of ts unusual
arrangements, was not so easily opened up to an
imagined dream world, the drugged viewer
remained outside the glazed box.

In the daytime Benjamin explored Marseille on
foot. He seems to have been still partly in his
drugged trance. In the short text Marseille, with
Naples and Moscow part of a trilogy of articles on
mass cities, he described the city as a surreal
vision, switching from one state to another, dirty,
collapsed, erotic. The cathedral beside the sea is
some kind of railway station, with the confession
boxes for the passengers to wash themselves.
The Madonna of Notre-Dame-de-la-Garde is a
decorated pagan woman, with the fortress as her
footstool. The seafood stalls display a sexual
feast. In these short texts nothing holds Marseille
together, there is no possibility of an overview,
the city is reduced to the elements immediately
before the gaze of the viewer.
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