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Introduction:  

Counterfactual Romanticism
Damian Walford Davies

The Counterfactual Angel
Walter Benjamin’s great, final crisis-document of early 1940, the 
twenty numbered paragraphs comprising his ‘Theses on the Philosophy 
of History’, offers a cryptic critique of historicism, specifically of the 
determinism, continuum mentality and narrative of progress articulated 
by Marxist historical materialism. The document’s most creative and 
conceptually troubling moment is the ekphrastic angelology provided 
in the ninth thesis, in which Benjamin famously offers an interpreta-
tion of Paul Klee’s watercolour, Angelus Novus (1920), which he had 
owned since 1921. In subdued browns, yellows and auburn tones, Klee’s 
childlike drawing depicts a long-faced, winged figure with scroll-like 
tresses and large eyes in an indeterminate attitude of flight and/or fright. 
Benjamin sees the figure disposed ‘as though he is about to move away 
from something he is fixedly contemplating’; ‘This’, he continues, ‘is 
how one pictures the angel of history’. He proceeds to historicise this 
seemingly ahistorical, impossible figure, in the process temporalising and 
spatialising the position of the reader/viewer:

His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, 
he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage 
and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the 
dead, and make whole what has been smashed.1

However, the angelic figure seems incapable of resisting a ‘storm’ that 
‘is blowing from Paradise’; his wings are useless, and the tempest ‘pro-
pels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of 
debris before him grows skywards’. This ninth thesis concludes: ‘This 
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